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By you this universe is borne, by you this world is created. 

By you it is protected, O Devi. By you it is consumed at the end. 
You who are eternally the form of the whole world, 
at the time of creation you are the form of the creative force, 
at the time of preservation you are the form of the protective power, 
and at the time of the dissolution of the world 
you are the form of the destructive power. 

You are the Supreme Knowledge, as well as ignorance, 
intellect and contemplation 


DevT-Mahatmya 
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Frontispiece: Dance of the Great Goddess KalT. 

The yonic triangle represents creation, the breasts represent 
preservation, the crown of the head represents reabsorption. 
Contemporary expression of traditional form, gouache on paper 
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Woman is the creator of the universe, 
the universe is her form; 
woman is the foundation of the world, 
she is the true form of the body. 
Whatever form she takes, 
whether the form of a man or a woman, 
is the superior form. 

In woman is the form of all things, 
of all that lives and moves in the world. 
There is no jewel rarer than woman, 
no condition superior to that of a woman. 
There is not, nor has been, nor will be 
any destiny to equal that of a woman; 
there is no kingdom, no wealth, 
to be compared with a woman; 
there is not, nor has been, nor will be 
any holy place like unto a woman. 
There is no prayer to equal a woman. 
There is not, nor has been, nor will be 
any yoga to compare with a woman, 
no mystical formula nor asceticism 
to match a woman. 

There are not, nor have been, nor will be 
any riches more valuable than woman. 


Saktisaiigama Tantra 
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great, ancient tradition, for which their names should be written in 
golden letters. 


A.M. 


Preface 


Kali manifested herself for the annihilation of demonic male power in 
order to restore peace and equilibrium. For a long time brutal asuric 
(demonic) forces had been dominating and oppressing the world. 
Even the powerful gods were helpless and suffered defeat at their 
hands. They fled pell-mell in utter humiliation, a state hardly fit for 
the divine. Finally they prayed in desperation to the Daughter of the 
Himalayas to save gods and men alike. The gods sent forth their 
energies as streams of fire, and from these energies emerged the Great 
Goddess Durga. 

In the great battle to destroy the most arrogant and truculent man- 
beasts, the goddess Kali sprang forth from the brow of Durga to join 
in the fierce fighting. As the ‘forceful’ aspect of Durga, Kali has been 
dubbed ‘horrific’ or ‘terrible’ in masculine-biased commentaries, 
without understanding of the episode’s inner meaning. The challenge 
o Tsakti (feminine force) with its vast Sakta literature has not been 
properly presented to the world from the feminine viewpoint to bring 
out its truth. Even casual observations on the Durga episode by a 
woman writer may give a glimpse of a perspective which has been 
ignored and distorted by an extreme phallic culture. 

‘What is there in the story [of Durga] for us?’ writes Leonie 
Caldecott in The Dance of the Woman Warrior'. ‘Well, to start with, 
the fact that the gods could not change their situation themselves, and 
they had to create a goddess , not another god, to do it for them. In a 
deadlocked situation, the woman is the only moving element . Another 
thing worth noting is that the dualism gods/anti-gods, good/evil, has a 
lot to do with the deadlock, a fact which is far from irrelevant to the 
actual cold wars with which military powers play in the world today. 
That dualism also makes a point of keeping women in their place, 
making the female condition the undesirable half of the dualistic 
equation. The only way Durga can alter the consequences of this 
division is by employing an adaptability not normally available under 
the dualistic regime . . . 

‘Durga’s name means “Beyond Reach”. This to me is an echo of 
the woman warrior’s fierce, virginal autonomy. In fact many of the 
figures associated with her are officially virgin. This is not meant in the 


limiting sense understood by the patriarchal order, but rather in 
Esther Harding's sense: she is “one-in-herself”, or as Nor Hall puts it, 
“belonging-to-no-man”. More than this, part of the reach she puts 
herself beyond so adamantly is the reach of society’s attempt to 
describe her to herself. The more repressive the images available to 
women, the more the virgin condition becomes a defence against 
these. In extremis, women will reject womanhood itself, if the 
condition “unable to move around freely”, both physically and 
psychically, is seen necessarily to accompany it.’ 1 

Few Western scholars have understood the significance of Kali. She 
was derided by early Western writers and missionaries as the patron- 
goddess of bandits. Phoolan Devi, a contemporary ‘Bandit Queen’, 
who suffered rape and humiliation at the hands of the woman-eaters 
before her violent career was ended, surrendered to the authorities in 
1983 beneath a picture of her chosen deity Durga; her younger sister 
commented that ‘God turns men into saints, but it is men who turn 
women into dacoits.’ 2 

Kali has been worshipped by saints as well as sinners. Her image 
today is reproduced by the latest electronic gadgets, and adopted in 
connection with the women’s movement as a symbol to convey their 
messages. These new appearances in no way diminish the significance 
of Kali. On the contrary, if we look deeply into the situation we will 
find we can explain many phenomena in terms of the same human 
values. 

We have suffered the consequences of unbalanced power for long 
enough. Our world cannot any longer tolerate the disruption and 
destruction brought about by demonic force. In the present Kali Age, 
Kali is the answer, and she will have to annihilate again in order to 
reveal the truth of things, which is her mission, and to restore to our 
natures that divine feminine spirituality which we have lost. 



Durga proceeding to the battle. 
Pahari school, c. 18th century, 
gouache on paper 
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Sakti-worship 


By you this universe is borne, 
By you this world is created, 
O Devi, by you it is protected. 

Dev!-Mahatmya 


Sakti means power, force, the feminine energy, for she represents the 
primal creative principle underlying the cosmos. She is the energizing 
force of all divinity, of every being and every thing. The whole 
universe is the manifestation of Sakti. A Sakta, a follower of Sakti- 
worship, regards her as the Supreme Reality. The ritual side of the 
Sakta philosophy consists of the worship of the different forms of this 
Universal Energy personified as a goddess. Sakti is known by the 
general name devi, from the Sanskrit root div to shine. She is the 
Shining One, who is given different names in different places and in 
different appearances, as the symbol of the life-giving powers of the 
universe. 

India is the only country where the goddess is still widely wor¬ 
shipped today, in a tradition that dates to the Harappan culture of 
c. 3000 bc and earlier. Mother-goddess and fertility cults in which 
female divinities predominate appear to have constituted the in¬ 
digenous religious beliefs of the prehistoric period. A prehistoric 
megalith is still worshipped as the shrine of the Earth Mother, Bolhai, 
in Madhya Pradesh, Central India. The Goddess is represented by a 
smooth, oval, red-coated stone. The capstone is about seven feet long, 
and rings like a bell when struck, or when rubbed with another stone 
in a ritual still practised. The whole surface has been fashioned 
without metal tools as a representation of the Earth Mother who is 
‘the personified abstraction of cosmic life’. She is the first creation, 
and conceived of as the Great Mother. 

in the Kaimur region of Central India archaeologists describe 
concentric triangles ‘where concretionary sandstone and, especially, 
triangular laminae are set up as shrines for the worship of the female 
principle, Shakti, which was built by the group of final upper 
palaeolithic hunters/gatherers’. 3 This Upper Palaeolithic monument 


Mother-goddess, c. 2500 nc. 
Harappa, terracotta 
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Shrine of the Earth Mother, 
Bolhai. Megalith, Madhya 
Pradesh 

Earth-goddess plaque, e. 800 bc, 
from Lauriy 'a-Nandangarli. 
Gold 




Goddess in vessel-shape. Below 
right, figurine of c. 1500 bc, 
Bihvali, terracotta. Far right, 
Krill-ghat a, water-pot 
symbolizing the goddess’s 
totality, 'puma' - her self 
whole and undifferentiated. 
West Bengal, traditional form 


is known locally as the Shrine of Kalika Mai (Mother Kali). Another 
monument in the same area is the prehistoric Kerai Ki Devi 
shrine. From Kashmir through the Vindhyan range to South India, 
monuments dating from as early as 8000 to 2000 bc symbolize ‘the 
great active power in the universe’, the feminine principle, Sakti. 

In many parts of India megalithic domes and dolmens are built as 
‘wombs’, and their entrances resemble the Great Mother’s yonic 
passage. Cave sanctuaries, too, are identified with the womb of 
Mother Earth. The Sanskrit word for a sanctuary is garhha-grha , 
meaning ‘womb-chamber’. 

Chalcolithic finds at Bilwali, also in Central India, or at Nevasa, 
Maharastra, are of Mother-goddess figurines of an ‘archaic* type with 
exaggerated buttocks and heads, noses, arms and breasts. Mother- 
goddess or Virgin-goddess figurines are also widespread in Mathura, 
Ahichhatra, Bhita, Kosambi, Kolhapur. Nasik, Ter, Sonepur and 
Somnath; and we have the Earth-goddess from Lauriya- 
Nandangarh. and the Goddesses of Abundance of the Suriga period 
(second century BC)and Kushana period (first to second century ad). 
Many of the Mother-figures show by wearing and discolouration that 
through the centuries people have touched their yonic parts, for the 
genital areas are regarded as the source of all life and focus of the 
Mother’s cosmic energy. The breasts, belly and yonic entrance of the 
Mother were objects of reverent touch. 
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Symbols o f abundance and the 
proliferating-power of nature. 
Yaks/it (right), goddess of 
wealth and guardian of the 
treasure, 1st to 2nd century ad, 
ivory. Below, Sri, goddess of 
wealth and abundance, 2nd 
century ad, Mathura, 
sandstone. Opposite, 
Sdlabhanjikd, a tree-goddess 
whose sinuous gestures evoke 
nature's rhythms, ad 800, 
stone 














Tree-goddess, 2nd century ad. 
Mathura, stone 


I Kail embodying the energies 
of creation and dissolution. 
Nepal, c. 17th century, gouache 
on paper 

II Vac, goddess representing 
speech and the word, hence 
associated with creation. Her 
divinity is recorded in the Rig 
Veda, c. 1500 rc, the world's 
earliest literature. Rajasthan, 

17th century, gouache on paper 


From the Navada Toli excavation we have a jar in the form of 
a nude female figure, dated to the second millennium bc, which 
represents a Mother-goddess, herself symbolized by the vessel, which 
is the homologue of the womb. The making of cult vessels is still 
widespread in India, symbolizingthe shaping of life, and rebirth. The 
vessel itself, as a symbol of the body and fertile womb of the Mother, 
signifies cyclic recurrence as opposed to the patriarchal view of linear 
time. Moreover, ‘the feminine symbolism of the vessel at its highest 
level is the vessel of spiritual transformation’. 4 

It is interesting to note the ancient rite by which an Indian prince 
desiring merit had to enter a large vessel made of gold, a ‘golden 
womb’ three cubits high, and that priests performed the ceremonies of 
garbhadhana (conception) as they would in the case of a pregnant 
woman. The prince was afterwards taken out of the ‘golden womb’ 
and other prescribed rites were performed by the priests as if the 
prince were a newly born child. 5 A rebirth ceremony is still widely 
practised, even today, at puberty, when it is known as the rite of 
‘ dvija\ the twice-born - ‘born of the womb' and ‘born of the rite’ - a 
phenomenon of the maternal creatrix of life. The Aitareya Brahmana 
prescribes preliminary rites in which the consecrated man, after 
robing, retires to a hut. There he must remain from sunrise until 
sunset, and must not be spoken to during that time. He sits curled up 
with his fists clenched like an embryo. The hut is identified with the 
womb and the robes with the placenta. 6 

Evidence of feminine ultimacy is widely prevalent in India - 
whether venerated as Nature or the life-force, as Mother or Virgin, as 
Great Goddess, or as the Ultimate Reality. As well as the goddess- 
figurines discovered at the various archaeological sites such as 
Harappa and Mohenjo-daro, the Atharva Veda , which mirrors the 
way of life and thought of the indigenous peoples (as against the 
religion of the Rig Veda), shows that pre-Vedic, non-Aryan religion 
and belief were to a great extent female-oriented. Indeed, study of 
Vedic literature reveals that the feminine divinities popular in the 
indigenous cults influenced even Vedic religious thought, and that 
some of these deities were absorbed into the Vedic pantheon. 

To set beside the galaxy of powerful female deities which became 
overwhelmingly popular throughout India in post-Vedic times, the 
Vedic pantheon had one goddess to compare in importance and 
influence: Aditi. Aditi is regarded by the Vedic seers as the great womb 
into which the entire universe has entered. The Rig Veda 7 names her 
as progenetrix of cosmic creation. She holds Agni, god of fire and 
creator-god, in her womb like a mother. Aditi is the Yoni of the 
Universe, the Mother-Womb. Almost all the important gods of the 
Vedic pantheon owe their birth to her. 
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Aditi has a close nexus with light. She is a shining and luminous 
Devi. She is also designated law-upholder. Aditi is enumerated among 
the guardians of Rta y the Cosmic Order. She is a benevolent and a 
gentle goddess. In the Rig Veda 8 she is offered prayers for 
humankind’s protection. Aditi is the fulfiller of one’s desires. She is a 
mighty deity, and unsurpassed in grandeur. Aditi gives the child 
happiness, like a mother. She is a household deity. In her bountiful 
nature Aditi is identified with the cow, for the milk stored in the 
cosmic cow pours down as our daily nourishment, never exhausted, 
and circulating as life-substance in all that exists. The Vedic Aditi is 
already established as the female generative force, and is regarded 
almost as the Mother-goddess in the Vedic pantheon. 

Other goddesses celebrated in the Vedas are Usas, the great 
goddess of dawn; Ratri, the goddess personifying starlit night, who 
holds such an important place in the Vedic pantheon that a special 
hymn of the Rig Veda 9 is addressed to her as a radiant deity; the 
goddess of wealth Sr! (Lakshml), honoured by the Devbsukta hymn 
of the Rig Veda ; Surya, the Sun-goddess, and PrithivT, the Earth- 
goddess. Other female divinities were looked upon as creative powers. 
The Vedic Gayatrl is both a female divinity holding a unique and 
exalted place and a most sacred mantra. Even today she is venerated, 
and her mantra is indispensible in any major rite. Vac (or Sarasvati) 
the great goddess of speech or learning, sometimes also a river- 
goddess, represents the divine energy or sakti inherent in everything - 
animals, men, gods, the universe. The eight verses of the Devbsukta 
hymn 10 which contain this sublime characterization, as well as the 
Ratrbsukta (hymn to Ratri), occupy a prominent place in the Sakta 
ritual of later times. The developed Sakti-worship of later days was 
not a little indebted to the goddess-concepts of the early Vedic age. 
The very notion of cosmic energy at the root of Sakti of Saktaism is 
based on the central theme of the Devbsukta . n 

If in the patriarchal framework of the Vedic period the pre-Vedic 
goddesses to some extent ‘went underground’, they reappear in post- 
Vedic literature, and in classical and Medieval Hinduism they regain 
their former position and importance. The term Sakti is particularly 
applied to this phase. The Epic and Pauranic literature gives 
innumerable goddess-names to the universal feminine power, and the 
various goddesses take on distinct iconographic forms. Hundreds of 
treatises have been written, from c. 200 ad to the present day, for the 
consolidation and development of the Sakti cult. None of the texts of 
the early period has survived to the present, but our knowledge of 
them is based on the authoritative philosophical and religious works 
of the Sakta system from post-Buddhist times to about ad 1200. 12 
The term Tantra came to be used for such works. 



Cosmic Cow. The bull was 
regarded as subordinate to the 
cow in the Vedic period. The 
Rig Veda mentions the cow as 
‘aghnya unslayable, while the 
medieval Puranas prescribe 
cow-worship on three dates 
during October-November. 
Rajasthan, 18th century, 
gouache on paper 


III GdyatrT, Vedic goddess 
representing life, energy and 
creation, whose yantra-diagrani 
unfolds in widening rings of 
lotus-petals. Rajasthan, c. 18th 
century, gouache on paper 

IV Adoration of the Cosmic 
Cow. In the Medieval 

(Pauranic) period every part 
of the cow's body is regarded 
as the abode of a deity, from 
the nostrils where the Asvins 
dwell to the tail-lip where 
Varna, god of death, lies 
hidden. Nepal, c. 18th century, 
gouache on cloth 












Top: water-pot wrapped in a 
red cloth and set on an earth- 
wound. Traditional rite, 
Rajasthan 

Above: popular representation 
of Lakshnu, goddess of wealth 
and fortune. The biudus 
represent the elements 


It is in the Medieval period that a feminine divinity is regarded 
as the ‘power' of her consort-god. and she is often represented as 
superior to him. In tantric and Sakta doctrine the feminine power 
(sakti) is supreme, and the gods arc virtually relegated to the 
secondary position. Even the great god Siva had to use a woman as 
messenger, when told to do so by the goddess Kali. She is called Siva- 
duti (‘Siva's female messenger') in anepisodeof the Devi-Mdhdtmya . 13 
I n her supreme form Sakti is iden tilled by her worshippers as Mahadevi 
or Mahamaya, the Great Goddess. She is the Power that creates and 
destroys, the womb from which all things proceed and to which all 
return. Shrines to the Great Goddess are found throughout the length 
and breadth of India. She is 'the Mother' or ‘Great Mother*. 

The Great Mother lives, ‘changing, yet changeless', in both 
classical and popular traditions. At Harappa a nude female figure is 
represented upside-down with her legs parted and a plant issuing from 
her yoni. A similar goddess on an early Gupta terracotta seal has legs 
apart in much the same posture, but a lotus emerges from her neck 
instead of vegetation from her womb. Such symbolic representations 
arise from an archetype, although each form carries the imprint of 
a particular community. The ancient image of vegetation emerging 
from the body of the goddess reappears in c. ad 400 in the Devi- 
Mdhdtmya where the Devi in her Sdkambharf aspect is said to nourish 
her needy people with vegetation produced from her own body. Her 
body is the earth, source of plant-life and all that lives. As a vegetation 
goddess, a vital force concerned with grow th of crops, the goddess is 
known as Annapurna, Plenitude of Food, the nourishing sap of all 
being. 

In India today as five thousand years ago, agriculture predomin¬ 
ates. Every village has its M other-goddess and other cult objects, and 
the majority of grama-clevatas (village deities) are feminine. In South 
India every village has its association with Amma or Mothers, and 
their worship is the chief religious practice of the village-priestesses. 
The villagers among whom Mother-goddesses and fertility goddesses 
arose continue to centre their religious life on rituals intended to 
restore the force of the soil, and their earth deities are true vegetation 
goddesses in the ancient tradition. 

Since goddess-rituals handed down from a remote antiquity often 
centre on the springs of growth and nourishment, many plants are 
used in goddess-worship. The rite of Navapatrika, for example, 
includes nine. 

The goddess dwelling in a tree or at the water's edge, or in a stone or 
a shrine, appears under many different names and in many different 
forms. Sometimes a goddess bears the name of the whole region. Even 
the vast subcontinent is designated ‘Mother India', and the land is 
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Rad ha and Krishna, mo lovers 
personifying Nature (Prakriti) 
and Pure Consciousness 
(Purusha), dual forces 
sustaining the universe. Kangra 
school, c. 18 fh century , 
gouache on paper 

Below : the river goddess Gahga. 
Bengal, 12th century a d, stone 


known as nadimatrikty ‘mothered by rivers’. The goddess is not only 
the mysterious source of life, she is the very soil, all-creating and all- 
consuming. She is a power or force which always and everywhere is 
compelled to manifest and expand itself in the manifold aspects of life. 

For the Trika School of Kashmir the feminine creative principle is 
Vimarsa sakti , ‘the world from her womb’. The quality of the life- 
principle is spatula (vibration), according to the Lakshmf Tantra. 
Sakti is spontaneous vibration, the fullness of her blissful state and the 
outbursting of her joy compelling her towards self-unfolding. ‘When 
Sakti expands or opens herself ( unmishati ), the universe comes into 
being, and when she gathers or closes herself up ( nimishctti ), the 
universe disappears as a manifestation - an endless phenomenon 
of her total self “opening” and “closing”, bringing into existence 
countless universes.’ 14 The Goddess alternates eternally between a 
phase of manifestation (sristhi) and dissolution or return to potential¬ 
ity (pralaya); between relative space and time which is curved or 
circular (vrittakcirct), and Absolute Space (svdsvyata-vyom) and Time, 
the utter dark depths, MahakalT. At the time of cosmic dissolution 
the universe of physical objects is withdrawn again into Sakti, as 
everything collapses inwards into one dimension: the ‘bindu’ or 
seed-state. 

Sakti is also known as Svatantrya, meaning independence or 
freedom, because her existence does not depend on anything ex¬ 
traneous to herself, and Vimarsa , meaning being many things at the 
same time. She is even regarded as substance, because all possible 
objects are latent and manifest in her womb. ‘They have no existence 
apart from Sakti, and as such are like attributes of this substance’. 

In tantric cosmology the whole universe is seen as being built up 
from and sustained by dual forces, Sakti and Siva, the feminine and 
masculine principles; although as Devi says in the DevJhhdgavata : ‘At 
the time of final dissolution I am neither male, nor female, nor neuter.' 
‘She’ is formless, attributeless, in her ultimate aspect of Reality. 
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Feminine Divinity 


Look upon a w oman as a goddess 
w hose special energy she is, 
and honour her in that state. 

Uttara Tantra 

AH the pilgrimage-centres exist in woman’s body. 
Purascharanollasa Tantra 


Every entity, feminine or masculine, is a manifestation of Sakti and 
Siva, but Sakti is more strongly manifest in the feminine, and Saktism 
raises the feminine principle to primacy. It is now known that 
‘nature’s first choice or primal impulse is to [produce] a female’. 
Genetically speaking, everyone's life is originally female, and ‘only 
when a new substance, the male hormone, is added to the fetus does its 
gender change’. 

In India’s cultural diversity the vision of the sacred as woman has 
never ceased. ‘Women are divinity, women are vital breath,’ asserts 
the Sarvolldsa Tantra. ‘Women are the goddess, women are life. . . . 
Be ever among women in thought,' it is said the Buddha advised the 
sage Vasistha. Woman is the highest object of devotion. Her dynamic 
potency brings a vision of the goddess and of the Absolute. As the 
living embodiment of Sakti, she shares in the creative principle. Her 
equal participation, even superiority, is essential to tantrism in every 
one of its aspects. 

In the tantric ritual of union called dsana , the yoginl or sakti is 
represented by a living female who epitomizes the entire nature of 
femaleness, the essence of all the saktis in their various aspects. 
Symbolically transformed into a goddess during the course of the 
ritual, the female partner plays a dynamic role. She ‘is’, in flesh and 
blood, the Goddess. , 

Innate or acquired personal preferences, youth or age, beauty or 
ugliness, high or low social status, even relationships, have no 
significance for the ritual of Saktism. Indeed, the further the mind is 
removed from the patriarchal standards of feminine beauty, the 
better. The woman any woman represents primordial female in 
purest form, a personification of totality whose essence makes her 
archetypal, Jung's anima. When a high-pricst and poet of fifteenth- 


Cosmic W oman. At her yoni- 
place is Brahma, creator; at 
her hr east, Vishnu, preserver; 
at her head. Siva, Pure 
Con sc io i tsness, re preset it it tg 
dissolution and reabsorption. 
Rajasthan, c. LSth century, 
gouache on paper 
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Sri Cait any a, born in 1485 in 
Navaclvipa, West Bengal, and 
venerated during his lifetime as 
a saint, even as an incarnation 
of Krishna. In the last stages of 
his life he became Radha-like - 
feminine - in his love for the 
divine. Bengal, e. 18th century, 
oil on board 

Opposite: Devi with the Yoni- 
mandala for meditation and 
worship. Himachal Pradesh, 
c. 17th century, bronze 



century Bengal, Chandidas, fell in love with a washer-maid. Rami, 
against society's strong opposition, he approached his temple deity, 
the goddess BashulT, who told him, ‘no deity can offer you what this 
woman is able to give you'. In another story King Krodha was advised 
to go to the Yoni-mandala, and to attain salvation by attachment to 
the pahca-vesycL the five celestial prostitutes. 

Moreover it is pronounced that the masculine adept of Sakti- 
worship becomes ‘ideal' if by ritual techniques he can arouse his own 
feminine quality. It is even suggested he should undergo a process 
of transvestism (known as Sakhi-bhdva , to ‘unman men') to attain 
complete identification with the deity. Ritual transvestism for men is 
still practised, particularly in Vaishnavism. Men wear the clothes 
and ornaments of women, and even observe a few days' monthly 
retirement-period. According to Vaishnavite doctrine, ‘all souls are 
feminine to the Supreme Reality'. 
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Ardhanarisvara, the deity possessing male and female attributes 
conjoined, signifies psychic totality. As Ann Belford Ulanov writes 
in The Feminine in Jungian Psychology and in Christian Theology : 
‘Integration, or spiritual wholeness, is the incarnation and expression 
of the self which includes and transcends the male-female alternative. 
Thus Jung reminds us that we cannot attain to spiritual health by 
neglecting either one of these elements .’ 15 

In Saktism, women and men are not at war, but through their 
collective uniqueness realize the feminine fullness of the universe. 
They are the images on earth of the unitary cosmic principle, and in 
imbalance, they disturb the macrocosmic equilibrium. The two must 
be one in male-female relationships, in order, as Vivekananda put it, 
to ‘restore the essential balance in the world between the masculine 
and feminine energies and qualities. The bird of the spirit of humanity 
cannot fly with one wing.' 
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He is She ’ (Kamakaldvilasa). 
Female and male conjoined 
support and balance the Bull 
of Bulls ’, Siva's great animal 
vehicle f below), symbol of 
phallic power. Nepal, 18th 
century, stone. 

Right, Ardhanan'svara, two in 
one, representing the 
equilibr ium of the feminine and 
masculine aspects that make up 
a single human being. 
Vikrampur ( Bangladesh), 
c. 12th century, stone. For 
Saktism, the feminine element 
is predominant: opposite, 
hermaphrodite figure, Chola, 

11th century, bronze 
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The rite ofvoni-worship. 
Standing under the arch of a 
yoginVs legs a devotee drinks 
‘yoni-tattva’, the 'sublime 
essence’. Madura, c. / 7th 
century, stone 

Right: adoration of the yoni, a 
scene carved below the image 
of a goddess at the Sixty-four 
YoginT Temple, Bheraghat. 
Madhya Pradesh, 12th century, 
stone 

Opposite: a yoni-shrine, the 
16th-century pilgrimage-temple 
of Kamakhya, Assam. Below, a 
mega/ithic ‘temple’: domed roof 
over narrow yonic passage 
leading to an inner chamber. 
Kerala 


The triangle, the yoni-yantra, the immemorial sign of woman, 
represents the Great Mother as the source of all life, the cosmic womb. 
The yoni is extolled as a sacred area, the transmission-point for subtle 
forces, the gateway to cosmic mysteries. In sculptures the goddess is 
represented lying on her back with legs outspread for worship, or 
standing with her feet apart while worshippers beneath the arch of her 
legs drink the yoni-tattva, the ‘Sublime Essence'. In the Yonitantra, the 
yoni is described as having ten parts, each part connected with a 
manifestation of the Devi . 16 For ihcyoni-puja, or vulva-rite, the vulva 
of a living woman, or its representation in paint, stone, wood, or 
metal, is worshipped as a symbol of the goddess. 

A famous temple at Kamakhya near Gauhati in Assam is 
dedicated to yoni-worship. According to the Puranas and Tantras , 
Siva became inconsolable at the death of his beloved wife, Satl. and 
wandered the earth in a mad dance with SatT's dead body on his 
shoulder. Vishnu, following Siva, cut up SatT’s body piece by piece to 
relieve Siva's burden. Where fragments of her body and limbs fell to 
earth, fifty-one Sakti -pit has * pilgrimage-centres, came into existence. 
SatT’s organ of generation fell at Kamakhya. and a temple was built on 
the hilltop there to mark the spot. It contains no image of the goddess, 
but in the depths of the shrine there is a yoni-shaped cleft in the rock, 
adored as the Yoni of Sakti. A natural spring within the cave keeps the 
cleft moist. During Ambuvachi (July-August), after the first burst of 
the monsoon, a great ceremony takes place, for the water runs red 
with iron-oxide, and the ritual drink is symbolic of the rajas or ritu 
of the Devi, her menstrual blood. In Kerala a ceremony called 
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‘trippukharattu is held eight or ten times a year. At these periods a 
reddened cloth wrapped round the image of the goddess is keenly 
sought after by pilgrims and prized as a holy relic. In other places, 
rock formations containing natural grottos are regarded as sacred, 
and the pilgrims are made to crawl through a tunnel representing the 
birth-canal, and are regarded as born again. Tanks and pools of 
triangular shape were conceived of as Yoni-kumjcis (kinula meaning 
"of the universe'). Hills with rounded peaks and springs are named 
Stana-kundas (stana meaning ‘breast-well'). To bathe in the Yoni- 
kunda and to drink the water from the springs sacred to the goddess 
are popular rites and are considered auspicious. 

In Saktism the menstrual taboo is broken down and the menstrual 
fluid is regarded as sacred and becomes the object of veneration. A 
menstruating woman is placed in a special category during ritual 
practice. Her energy at this time is said to be different in quality, 
and the rhythm that occurs in her body appears to be related in a 
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mysterious way to the processes of nature. fc At menstruation, when the 
body passes its blood-food, a woman often feels an ingathering of 
her energy and feelings to a deeper centre below the threshold of 
consciousness .' 17 In the chakra-puja (group ritual-worship) of left- 
hand’ tantrikas, menstrual fluid may be taken as a ritual drink along 
with wine, and a special homage is paid to the yoni. touching it with 
one’s lips and anointing it with sandalwood paste, as the participant 
offers libation from a yoni-shaped ritual vessel called the arghyci or 
kusl. 
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Yoni-kunda. When the yoni 
faces the sacrificial altar it 
becomes ‘Urdhvayoni’ - the 
‘erect yoni’. The female 
triangle points upwards. 
Opposite, a traditional pool 
with a crimson-coloured voni- 
shape. Left, Urdhvayoni- 
diagram, Rajasthan, early 19th 
century, ink on paper. 

Above, ku 'sl, a copper vessel 
used as a lioly-water container 

Yoni-cisanci (opposite, right), 
the yogic posture symbolizing 
the womb-source, Rajasthan, 
c. ISth century, gouache on 
paper, and Yoni-mudrd 
(below), the finger-gesture 
delineating the vonic triangle 


















In the Yonitantra the menstrual flux is designated the ‘flower* 
( puspa ). The Aparajita-flower has the shape of the yoni, the vulvate 
shape, and this flower has a specific place in ritual. Similarly the lotus 
(pachna) is related to the yoni, and is known as padma-yoni. The Great 
God Brahma, the Creator, springs from the mysterious lotus arising 
from the depths of the navel-womb of Vishnu, linked with Vishnu by 
an umbilical cord issuing as a lotus-stalk. Brahma is known as the 
Lotus-born. The goddess Lakshinu Radha the consort of Krishna, 
and many other deities are associated with the lotus-flower. In 
Buddhist symbolism, also, the lotus represents the yoni, besides its 
many other metaphysical meanings. 

In identifying a tenth-century Alampur female figure-carving as 
the goddess ‘Aditi-uttanapad’, Stella Kramrisch writes: ‘Supported 
by the entire figure, on top of her body is the place of the lotus, the 
place of the Birth of the Universe. Below, the figure is shown in the 
physical position of giving birth: above she is herself once more the 
giver of life, as lotus, the Word that was in the beginning, genetrix of 
all that exists in the cosmos, genetrix once more of w hat is manifest as 
embodied cosmic consciousness. M 8 As another writer observes: ‘The 


Lotus goddess. The goddess as 
genetrix of all things, with a 
lotus-hud emerging from her 
neck. c. 4th century ad, 
terracotta 

Above right: Rati and Kama, 
with the feminine Rati in the 
superior position. Rati 
represents kinetic energy; the 
couple’s union, utter fullness, 
completeness. Kangra school, 
c. IHth century, gouache on 
paper 

Opposite: chart of the energy- 
centres. According to the Koka 
Sastra the eighteen focal points 
correspond to the phases of the 
lunar cycle. Rajasthan, c. 17th 
century, gouache on paper 
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earth is the first creation; she lies on the lotus, because the lotus has 
been in India the symbol of creation, the support of all that exists in 
the material as well as in the spiritual world. In the late hymns, the 
Snsukta , the Earth has become Sri or LakshmT - sitting on a lotus, 
having the colour of the lotus. Just as Sri and LakshmT are born from 
the Ocean ( Mahabharata , 1.18, 35, i) so the Earth stands there on the 
water-born lotus. Waters are the perennial source, the womb of the 
inexhaustible possibilities of existence; creation is the first appearance 
of a lotus-flower.' 19 

The lotus represents the perfection of beauty and symmetry. The 
yoni is likened to the lotus in the early stage of its opening and in its 
fully open form. Like the lotus which is not saturated by the water that 
it rests upon, any more than its flowers are soiled by mud, the yoni 
remains perpetually pure and is not soiled by any action. 

The monthly efflorescence of woman in her cycle in rhythm with 
the lunar cycle creates a body-consciousness which is related to the 
processes of the universe. Since, according to tantra, the body is the 
link between the terrestrial world and the cosmos, the body is, as it 
were, the theatre in which the psycho-cosmic drama is enacted. 
Tantric literature records an extensive body-language, usually known 
as the science of Amritakalci (kola meaning fraction), which charts the 
energizing centres of the female body according to the calendar of the 
light and dark halves of the moon, the Chandrakala (moon-fraction). 
Woman's body is both a unity and an organism directed towards 
oneness, wholeness. 

The spread of the Sakti cult stimulated an awareness of woman's 
autonomous freedom. In the thirteenth century, one commentator on 
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Radiid reproaching Krishna. 
Kangra school, c. 18th century, 
gouache and gold on paper 


V The 'Lotus World'. The 
lotus is the symbol of 
manifestation. Krishna 

(Purusha) is seen as separate, 
detached, because of his 
knowledge: ‘She is Sakti. 
Hhidini (Beauty of the Work!) 
is seen by me. ’ Radhd (Sakti, 
Prakriti) is separate because of 
her knowledge: 7 am seen.’ 
Where there is no longer 
duality for the sake of creation, 
there is total Unity. Basohli 
school, e. 18th century, 
gouache on paper 

VI Devotees wearing Kali’s 
colour, the red of energy, for 
the festival procession to the 
Bhagavata (Kali) Temple, 
Kerala 



Vatsyayana’s Kcnnasfitra even states that a woman's virtue can be 
judged in relation to the number of lovers she has had. The twentieth- 
century poet Rabindranath Tagore writes that ‘a thousand years' 
effort is worthwhile to win a woman's heart'. The triumph of Sakti is 
described in spectacular myths and legends, and gave birth to a new 
iconography in Indian art, glorifying the feminine. 

In the Gandharva Tcuttra it is written that ‘She who is Sun, Moon 
and Fire, and half of Ha [Siva], lays down the Purusha [the male 
principle] and enjoys him from above.’ The Niruttara Tantra states 
that ‘when itirgima [attributeless] Kali becomes sagmia [manifest] she 
is engaged in viparita-rati [sexual union with the female partner in the 
superior position] while Siva is the passive one. It is she who has 
brought the universe into existence . . . If Siva is united with Sakti, he 
is able to exert his powers as lord; if not, the god is not able to stir.' 
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Sakti of the Saktas is not the consort of Siva. In her cosmic self, 
Sakti-Siva are eternally conjoined. The significance of viparita-rati in 
the copulative cosmogony is of the feminine principle constantly 
aspiring to unite, the feminine urge to create unity from duality, 
whereas the masculine principle, with each thrust, invariably separ¬ 
ates, representing the phase of dissolution of the universe. 

MahakalT, an ‘annihilation' aspect of Sakti, is depicted standing 
upon the recumbent couple Kama and Rati, with the feminine Rati in 
the active role in which the female straddles the male. Kali is also 
known as Varna, ‘she who is on the left'. The Nirvana Tantra says that 
‘Varna is the granter of Great Liberation after conquering Daksh'ma 
[Siva who is on the right].' The left, female, conquers the right, male, 
hence the goddess is called Dakshina-Kal!. As James Joyce warns in 
Ulysses: \ . beware of the left, the cult of Shakti'. The Kubjikct Tantra 

asserts: ‘Not Brahma but Brahman! [feminine] creates; it is VaisnavT, 
not Vishnu who protects: RudranI, not Rudra [Siva] who takes all 
things back.' The energy of god is feminine, and every god is static, 
even dead, without his sakti. Siva says to Durga in the Bramavaivarta 
Parana: T, the Lord of All, am a corpse without you,’ and Krishna 
confesses to Radha: ‘Without you I am lifeless in all actions.’ Dev! 
Tripurasundari is represented as reclining on a couch supported by 
five inert gods, Sadasiva, Isana, Rudra, Vishnu and Brahma. 

‘The male form, the female form, any form all forms are un¬ 
doubtedly Her Supreme Form,’ says the Ganclitarva Tantra. Even the 
powerful gods crave to enter feminine form. Vishnu had to transform 
himself into a female as Mohin!, who entranced and almost seduced 
Siva. Siva as Bhairava took on many aspects of Kal!. The transform¬ 
ation of male to female is narrated in the legends of many Puranas. In 
one of such stories. King Ila, while hunting, came upon a grove where 
Siva was making love with Parvati and had taken the form of a woman 
to please her. Everything in the woods, even the trees, had become 
female, and as he approached. King Ila was turned into a woman. 
Siva, laughing, told him he could ‘ask for any boon except masculin¬ 
ity’. In some temples Siva’s powerful bull-vehicle, Nandi Bull, is 
portrayed almost as if it were a feminine deity. Approaching Siva and 
his bull-vehicle, a worshipper will step upon a masculine outline laid 
into the floor a symbolic shedding of the egocentric male outlook. 

The feminine power has been given expression in a multitude of 
female figures, both in sculpture and in painting, in which the 
emphasized forms of breasts, belly, hips, yoni and thighs seem an 
incarnation of the rhythms of the universe. From the Medieval 
period, tantra’s bold depictions of the themes of sexual union, 
menstruation, pregnancy and childbirth restored to sacred art 
essential symbolic figurations virtually suppressed by taboo. 


VII Male devotee dressed as 
BhagavatT or Vdgesvatn, a 
manifestation of Kali in tiger- 
form. Cheruvathur Mucltilot 
Temple, near Payyannr, Kerala 

VIII Nandi Bull, Siva's 
powerful vehicle. Jejuri, c. 17th 
century, brass 

IX Masculine shape set into 
the pathway leading to the 
temple's inner chamber. Jejuri, 
e. 17th century 
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Female hormone, a vonic 
shape. Photograph by Lennart 
Nilsson 

Menstruation. For tantra, the 
human body is the microcosm, 
the theatre in w hich the psycho- 
cosmic drama is enacted. In the 
Yonitantra the menstrual flux 
is designated the ‘flower' - 
puspa. South India, e. 18th 
century, wood 

Conception. A mighty force is 
striving towards differentiation, 
manifestation. Uttar Pradesh, 
c. 17th century, gouache on 
paper 

Pregnancy. Kaumuri, ‘Power- 
ofyouth', one of the Sapta 
Mdtrikd, the Sakti's known as 
the Seven Divine Mothers. Her 
belly signifies the universal 
phase of preserva t ion. 
Rajasthan, 6th century ad, 
chlorite schist 
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Birth. The Great God Vishnu 
becomes incarnate as Krishna 
through the womb. Not even 
the gods are exempt from the 
birth-process. Folk-pain ting, 
Birhhum, West Bengal, c. 18th 
century, gouache on paper 

Below: human birth 
symbolizing the universal phase 
of creation. South India, 
c. 18tli century, wood 

Opposi te: M o t her hood, 
exemplified by Ya 'soda and the 
child Krishna. Karnataka, 
c. 16th century, copper 




44 

























45 










Opposite: the feminine as the 
embodiment of Sakti, the 
rhythmical forms pointing to 
the ‘root of bliss’. Uttar 
Pradesh, c. 5th century, red 
sandstone 

Yoni-lihga shrine. Rajasthan, 
traditional form. Below: Lihga- 
voni. Kangra school, 18th 
century, gouache on paper 



The image of the liriga-yoni does not, as is commonly suggested, 
convey the power of the active masculine principle by representing the 
penetration of the liiiga into the yoni. To the contrary, as Stella 
Kramriseh has pointed out, w the abstract geometrical shape ... of the 
urdlimlinga [erect phallus]. . . placed on the yoni as its pedestal, rises 
out of the yoni, the womb; it does not enter it. The liiiga in the yoni 
emerges from the yoni . . .\ 20 This fundamental relationship of liiiga 
and yoni has been obscured by patriarchal interpretation, yet the 
emphasis on liriga-worship could not suppress the widespread rituals 
surrounding the ever-ereative yoni. For the goddess is the matrix of all 
that exists: whatever is, in the world of things, from Brahman (the 
Ultimate Reality) to a blade of grass, owes her its origin and is 
dependent upon her. 

The development of the pan-Indian Sakti movement, from its deep 
and ancient roots to its present-day expansion, is a great nonviolent 
resurgence of the feminine spirit such as the world has never seen. 
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Feminine Force 


Those Thy lovely forms 
in the Three Worlds, 

And those Thy furious forms. 
Save us in all of them. 

DevT-Mahatmya 


The Great Goddess Durga was born from the energies of the male 
divinities when the gods became impotent in the long-drawn-out 
battle with the asuras. All the energies of the gods united and became 
supernova, throwing out flames in all directions. Then that unique 
light, pervading the Three Worlds with its lustre, combined into one, 
and became a female form. 

The Devi projected an overwhelming omnipotence. The three-eyed 
goddess was adorned with the crescent moon. Her multiple arms held 
auspicious weapons and emblems, jewels and ornaments, garments 
and utensils, garlands and rosaries of beads, all offered by the gods. 

With her golden body blazing with the splendour of a thousand suns, 
seated on her lion or tiger vehicle, Durga is one of the most spectacular 
of all personifications of Cosmic Energy . 21 

A tremendous power is poised ready for the grim battle to wipe out 
demonic forces, the asuras whose exaggerated ego-sense is destroying 
the balance of the universe, and whose sole purpose is to dominate 
and control. It is the universal war between knowledge and ignorance, 
truth and falsehood, the oppressor and the oppressed. 

The world shook and the seas trembled as the goddess engaged the 
Great Demon Mahisasura and his hosts in fierce battle, creating her 
own female battalions from her sighs breathed during the fighting. 

When the battle was over, the Devi had destroyed the demon’s 
army, symbolic of disruptive aggression 

Enraged by her victory, Mahisasura took on buffalo-form to 
overcome the goddess. Repeatedly the goddess slew the buffalo- 
demon, and each time he transformed himself into a new and more 
ferocious shape. Then, with the strength of spiritual energy gained by 

drinking from the winc-cup charged with spiritual force, the goddess Durga vanquishing the Great 
struck the demon-head from the buffalo-body. The chief demon Demon. Orissa, stone 
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Mahisasura was dead, and the gods praised the goddess, joyfully 
worshipping her w'ith flowers, incense and fragrant paste: 


Thou Ambika [a name of Durga] dost overspread the universe 
with Thy power. 

The power of all divine beings is drawn into Thy form. 

Thou art Great Mother, worshipped by all divine beings and 
sages. 

We bow ourselves in devotion to Thee. 

Bless us with all that is good for us. 

We bow 7 before Thee, O Devi, 

Thou who art the good fortune of the virtuous. 

Ill-fortune in the house of the evil. 

Intelligence in the minds of the learned. 

Faith in the hearts of the good. 

The modesty of the high-born. 

O Candika, none can speak of Thy power and might. 

Not even Brahma, Vishnu, Siva and Ananta. 

Send us Thy thoughts for the protection of the universe 
And for the uprooting of all dangers. 

Thou whose nature it is to subdue the wicked. 

Whose beauty is beyond imagining. 

Whose power destroys those who rendered the devas powerless. 
Compassionate even towards those enemies . . . 

Those Thy lovely forms in the Three Worlds 
And those Thy furious forms. 

Save us in all of them. 


But this victory was not the end of the episode. Two other powerful 
asuras, Sumbha and Nisumbha. had deprived the gods of their divine 
functions, and once more the gods prayed to the goddess: 


The goddess Durga defeats the 
asuras' army and puts it to 
flight. Kangra school, c. 18th 
century, gouache on paper. 

Be low: Durga overcomes 
Mahisasura, the Great Demon, 
in the shape of elephant, and 
(right) strikes the demon head 
from the buffalo-body 


Thou who art terrible. 

Thou who art eternal . . . 

Thou who art the moon and the moon's light 
And happiness itself . . . 

The goddess as Parvati did not yield at once to this masculine 
adoration. Instead, she projected her feminine psyche from her body, 
personified as Kausiki, the ‘sheathed one', to enable her to evaluate 
their prayers in her ow’n ‘shadow-self’. Being convinced, she projected 
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Canda and Munda find the 
Devi seated upon the 
mountainside 


an overwhelming omnipotence. As Kahka she stationed herself on 
Mount Himalaya. 

There Canda and Munda, servants of the powerful demons 
Sumbha and Nisumbha, came upon Ambika bearing a surpassingly 
charming form. They returned and told Sumbha: O King, a most 
beautiful woman dwells there, shedding a radiance on Mount 
Himalaya. Never has such beauty been seen. Find out who the 
goddess is, O Lord, and take possession of her. A jewel, of exquisite 
limbs, illumining the fourquarters with her lustre. O Lord of Demons. 
All the precious gems, the elephants, horses, and treasures of the 
Three Worlds have been brought together in your house. . . . Why is 
this beautiful jewel of a woman not seized by you?' 

This time the goddess was met, not with confrontation, but 
with the masculine tactics of seduction, to disarm her with flattery. 
Sumbha sent the great demon SugrTva to the Dev! to win her, com¬ 
manding hinr. tell her this, and this, speak to her in such a manner that 
she will quickly come to me in love. The messenger went to the 
beautiful place in the mountains where the Devi was staying and 
spoke sweet words to her: ‘O Devi, Sumbha Lord of Demons is 
sovereign over the Three Worlds. Lend your ear to the words of 
him whose command is never resisted by the devas, and who has 
vanquished all the demons' foes: ‘The Three Worlds are mine, and the 
gods obey me.... All the choicest gems in the Three Worlds are mine. 
O beautiful lady, jewel of womankind, come to us, for we are enjoy- 
ers of the best. Come to me, and to my valiant younger brother 
Nisumbha. Wealth beyond compare will be yours by marrying me. 
Reflect upon this, and become my wife.'" 

The Devi replied serenely: ‘What you say is true. Sumbha is indeed 
sovereign of the Three Worlds, and so is Nisumbha. But how shall 
what 1 have promised be made false? Hear the promise I have made to 
myself, in my foolishness. He who conquers me in battle, who removes 
my pride, who is my match for strength here in the world, he shall be 
my husband. So let Sumbha come here, or the great asura Nisumbha. 
Let him vanquish me here, and he may soon claim my hand in 
marriage.' 

‘O Devi,' answered the messenger, ‘you are haughty, do not speak 
so. What man in the Three Worlds can stand out against Sumbha and 
Nisumbha? Not even Indra and all the gods can withstand the asuras 
in battle. How should you, a woman, stand against them? Take my 
advice, and go to Sumbha and Nisumbha; do not lose your dignity by 
being dragged to them by your hair.’ 

The Devi answered: ‘It is true. Sumbha is strong, and Nisumbha is 
exceedingly valiant: but what can I do, since my unthinking vow was 
taken long ago?' 
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The messenger returned, filled with indignation, and related to the Devi prepares to destroy the 

Demon King what the Devi had said. The King, enraged, ordered his Demon-chief with the syllable 

army chieftain to ‘make haste to bring this shrew to me by force. Drag ^ W}1 
her to me by the hair.’ 

Finding the goddess standing on the snowy mountainside the 
chieftain ordered her to come to Sumbha and Nisumbha. ‘If you will 
not come to my lords now with pleasure, I shall take you by force, and 
in distress as you are dragged by your hair/ The Dev! answered that, 
since the chieftain came accompanied by an army, ‘If you will take me 
by force, what can I do?’ The demon-chief thereupon rushed forward. 

Ambika reduced him to ashes with a mere sound, a supersonic 
Hunt, while her spirited and angry lion destroyed the asuras’ army. 

When Sumbha learned that his chief and army had been destroyed 
he commanded his servants Candaand Munda to go with a large force 
to bring the Dev! to him speedily, dragging her by the hair, injured or 
in fetters if need be. 

Fully armed and led by Canda and Munda, the asuras marched to 
where the Devi, smiling gently, was seated upon her lion on a high 
golden peak of the mountain. Upon seeing her, some of the demons 
excitedly tried to capture her, while others approached her with their 
bows bent and swords drawn. 
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Thereupon Ambika became terrible in her anger, and her coun¬ 
tenance darkened until it was black as ink. From her frowning 
forehead issued the awesome goddess Kali, armed with a sword and 
a noose. Holding a skull-topped staff, skull-garlanded, wrapped in 
a tiger-skin, emaciated, wide-mouthed, lolling-tongued, with deep- 
sunken red eyes, Kall filled the skies with her roar. Laughing terribly, 
she devoured the demon army, flinging the elephants into her mouth 
along with their riders, crunching-up chariots and horses with her 
teeth, crushing others with her feet, striking with her sword and 
beating with her staff, until the army was laid low. 

The great demon Canda unleashed a hail of arrows and Munda 
hurled discuses by the thousand, hiding the fierce Devi until they 
vanished into her mouth. At this. Kali, roaring frightfully, her sharp 
teeth gleaming, laughed with intense rage. Mounting her great lion 
she rushed at Canda, and seizing him by the hair, severed his head with 
her sword. Seeing Canda cut down Munda next rushed towards her. 
She felled him to the ground, striking with her sword in fury. With 
the brave Canda and Munda fallen the rest of the army fled in all 
directions. Kali carried the heads to Durga, saying: i bring you the 
heads of Canda and Munda, two great animal-offerings in this 
sacrifice of battle. Sumbha and Nisumbha you yourself shall kill.' 
Durga told KfilT she would be know n by the name Camunda, ‘because 
you have brought me Canda and Munda'. 



Black Kali issues from the 
brow of Durga to join the 
battle, tossing the asuras into 
her mouth, filling the skies with 
her roar 








Sumbha himself now set out against the Devi with even larger Kali as Camunda: 'she w ho 

numbers. Hearing the army advancing, Candika (Durga) made a brings Carnla and Munda’ 

mighty sound, plucking her bow-string and ringing her bell. The lion 
roared. Kali filled the four quarters with the syllable Hum. Saktis 
(energies) of all the gods emanated from their bodies, armed with 
weapons and mounted for the battle. The Dev! appointed a woman to 
be a messenger between Siva and the demons. Then the army was 
pierced through, slashed, put to flight with holy water, pursued as it 
lied by the violent laughter of Siva. 

The mighty demon RaktabTja remained. From the blood shed from 
his wounds sprang thousands of fresh combattants, representing the 
destructive masculine principle. To annihilate this archetypal power, 

Kali again and again drank the rakta-hlja (the ‘seed-blood’). This 
symbolic devouring represents the ‘taking-possession-of’ or render¬ 
ing harmless of an overpowering destructive element, a phallic power. 
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An even more terrible army Following this dreadful battle, the Devi slew the demon 

advances against the devfs Nisumbha. Finding his brother was dead, Sumbha said to the 

goddess: O Durga, you are puffed up with pride in your strength, but 
don’t show your pride to me. You are exceedingly haughty, but you 
resort to others’ strength to fight.’ 

Taunted by Sumbha for battling with the strength of her female 
host, Durga did not fall into the trap. She drew the multiple forms of 
the female divinities into her nourishing breasts, into her mothering 
womb, exercising the powers of protection and preservation w ithout 
which she would not be the feminine. The Dev! answered: ‘The many 
forms that I projected by my own powers are withdrawn into myself. 
Here I stand alone. Now r fight steadfastly.’ 

Goddess and Demon fought first with their weapons and then 
hand-to-hand in close combat. Seizing the Devi, Sumbha sprang up 
and mounted high into the sky. In a ‘star wars' battle, Sumbha and 
Candika fought as never before, astonishing the Siddhas and the 
sages, until at last Sumbha fell, pierced by her dart. 

All the gods, led by Agni, their objective gained and their faces 
radiant with joy. praised the goddess: 

Salutation, O Narayanl. 

Thine is the power of creation, preservation and dissolution. 

Thou art eternal. Thou art the Ground of Being. 

Thou art the energies of Nature. 
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Durga confronts Sumbha, her 
Saktis withdrawn into her own 
body 


Who is there but Thyself in the sciences, 

in the Scriptures, and in the Vedic sayings 

that light the lamp of understanding. 

O Queen of the universe, protector of the universe, support of 
the universe. 

Thou art the goddess worthy to be adored by the Lord of the 
universe. 

Those who bow to Thee in devotion become the refuge of the 
universe. 

O Devi, be Thou pleased, and grant us protection from the fear 
of foes forever, 

as Thou hast protected us now by the destruction of the 
asuras. 

Destroy the sins of all the worlds and the great calamities 
that have arisen through the maturing of evil portents. 

The world was at peace again. The skies cleared, the rivers kept 
their courses, there was sweet singing and dancing. The winds blew 


Salutation, O NarayanI, 

Thou who workest the salvation of those in suffering and 
distress who take refuge in Thee. 

Thou, O Devi, who removes the sufferings of all . . . 
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The gods’ powers restored, 
Durga receives their joy ful 


salutations (top). Her purpose 
fulfilled and the world once 
more at peace, she departs, 
never to return until such time 
as her divine force is once 
again needed 


softly, the sun shone brilliantly, the sacred fires burned steadily. 
Strange sounds that had arisen in the various quarters died away. 

The departing Durga offered the gods a boon. She promised that as 
Sakamhhart she would nourish the world in time of need with the 
vegetation grown from her own body, and that in her ‘terrible' form 
she would deliver her worshippers from their enemies, and bless them. 
Then she vanished from the very spot on which the gods were gazing. 

As Esther Harding observed of The Virgin Goddess', it can be said 
of Durga here that: i ler divine power does not depend on her relation 
to a husband-god, and thus her actions are not dependent on the need 
to conciliate such a one or to accord with his qualities and attitudes. 
For she bears her identity through her own right.' 22 

The disappearance of Durga from the battlefield after the victory 
over aggression expressed one of the deepest truths of the episode, for 
the feminine action in the cosmic drama is without retentive, ego¬ 
seeking ambition. 
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Durga depicted with seven 
hundred verses in her praise 
(known as the Durga-Saptasati 
or Candi-patha, popularly, 
Candi) that are chanted one 
hundred times during the five 
days of her annual festival. 
Rajasthan, c. 18th century, 
gouache on paper 


Durga is linked with some of the oldest known prayers for 
humankind’s protection: the Durga and Savitrf of the Taittereya 
Aranyaka , the Durgd-stotra or prayer of Yudhisthira in the 
Mahabhdrata. According to the Brahniavaivarta Parana Krishna 
worshipped Durga in Goloka, the cow-realm of his youth. Siva 
invoked Durga when confronted by the demon Tripura; Brahma 
worshipped her when attacked by two demons Madhu and Kaitabha; 
and Indra when cursed by Durvasa. In the Harivamsa , King 
Pradyumna prays to the goddess for victory over the demon Sambara. 

The goddess's several names in the Devl-Mahdtmya (Candika, 
Ambika, Camunda, etc.) refer to her qualities and functions. An 
abundance of names witnesses to the numerous manifestations of 
divine power, according to the Brhaddevatci , written toward the fifth 
century BC, where, however, it is the goddess Vac who has many 
names, including Durga and Gauri. The goddess’s oldest names, 
Ambika and Uma, continue in use to the present time. 


59 












































4 

Manifestations of Kali 


Thou art the seed of the universe, 

And the supreme Maya. 

Alt this universe has been bewitched by Thee. 
Thou, when pleased, art the cause of 
salvation to human beings. 

DevT-Mahatmya 


Kali, one of the most intoxicating personifications of primal energy in 
the cosmic drama, gained an extraordinary popularity in Saktism and 
is the object of fervent devotion in tantric forms of worship. She is a 
power-symbol embodying the unity of the transcendental. As we have 
seen, she makes her ‘official’ debut c. ad 400 in the DevT-Mahatmya , 23 
where she is said to have emanated from the brow of Durga during 
one of the battles between the divine and anti-divine forces. In this 
context Kali is considered the ‘forceful’ form of the Great Goddess 
Durga. 

In Mahakall (the Great Kali of the DevT-Mahatmya) there is an 
overwhelming intensity, a mighty strength, a force to shatter all 
obstacles. She is there for swiftness, for immediate and effective 
action, for the direct stroke, the frontal assault that carries everything 
before it. Awe-inspiring, determined and ruthless, she destroys evil 
force. 

At the moment when Kali sprang forth as the Primordial Sakti we 
are told that she filled the skies with her roar. This is not, as some 
commentators have suggested, to be interpreted as a ‘savage cry’. As 
C.G. Jung has pointed out, ‘the impact of an archetype, whether it 
takes the form of immediate experience or is expressed through the 
spoken word, stirs us because it summons up a voice that is stronger 
than our own. Whoever speaks in primordial images speaks with a 
thousand voices . . ,’. 24 

The name Kali has been used generically from antiquity. It has 
been the practice in India to attribute the achievements of one goddess 
to another. The idea is that the different manifestations are for a 
certain definite purpose, and in reality there is one Devi who assumes 
various forms to fulfil various purposes. Sometimes she assumes a 
frightening form and sometimes a benevolent form. 


Folk-painting of the dancing 
Kali. Orissa, contemporary 
version of traditional form, 
colours on lacquered cloth 
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Image of Kail encircled by 
purifying flames, ad 1000, 
Mafangi, gilt-bronze 


Smas/idnakdll in union with 
Siva. Rajasthan, 18th century, 
brass 



Kali’s fierce appearances have been the subject of extensive 
descriptions in several earlier and later tantric works. She is most 
commonly worshipped nowadays as Dakshinakall the south-facing, 
black Kali. Though her fierce form is filled with awe-inspiring 
symbols, their real meaning is not what it first appears they have 
equivocal significance. 

The image of Kali is generally represented as black: ‘just as all 
colours disappear in black, so all names and forms disappear in her' 
(Mahdnirvtma Tantra). In tantric rituals she is described as garbed in 
space, sky-clad (digambarl). In her absolute, primordial nakedness 
she is free from all covering of illusion. She is Nature (Prakriti), 
stripped of ‘clothes'. She is full-breasted: her motherhood is a 
ceaseless creation. She gives birth to the cosmos parthenogenetically, 
as she contains the male principle within herself. Her dishevelled hair 
(elokeshl) forms a curtain of illusion, the fabric of space-time which 
organizes matter out of the chaotic sea of quantum-foam. Her 
garland of fifty human heads, each representing one of the fifty letters 
of the Sanskrit alphabet, symbolizes the repository of knowledge and 
wisdom, and also represents the fifty fundamental vibrations in the 
universe. She wears a girdle of human hands hands are the principal 
instruments of work and so signify the action of karma or accumu¬ 
lated deeds, constantly reminding us that ultimate freedom is to be 
attained as the fruit of karmic action. Her three eyes indicate the past, 
present and future. Her white teeth, symbolic of saltva, the translu¬ 
cent intelligence stuff, hold back her lolling tongue which is red, 
representing rajas , the activating quality of nature leading down¬ 
wards to tamas , inertia. Kali has four hands (or. occasionally, two. 
six, or eight). One left hand holds a severed head, indicating the 
annihilation of ego-bound evil force, and the other carries the sw ord 
of physical extermination with which she cuts the thread of bondage. 
One right hand gestures to dispel fear and the other exhorts to 
spiritual strength. In this form she is changeless, limitless primordial 
power, acting in the great drama, awakening the unmanifest Siva 
beneath her feet. 

Black Kali is worshipped in cremation grounds as Smashanakall. 
She makes her abode there to receive those who come to take rest 
in her. 

As Virgin-creator, Kali is depicted as sattva-guna , white; 25 as 
sustaining Mother, rajas, red; as the Absorber of all, lamas , black. In 
the equilibrium of the potential state there will always be disturbance 
arising from the desire for creation - a cycle of Kali's ‘opening' and 
‘closing'. Her world is an eternal living flux in which all things arise 
and all disappear again. She is the archetypal image of birth-and- 
death, giver of life and its destroyer, ‘the vital principles of the visible 
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universe which has many faces - gracious, cruel, creative, destructive, 
loving, indifferent - the endless possibility of the active energy at the 
heart of the world'. 26 

Kali’s origins can be traced to non-Aryan and Vedic sources. Such 
names as Ambika, Durga and Kali begin to appear in the later Vedic 
texts; some scholars have suggested that the Vedic goddess Aditi is a 
precursor. In the view of Swami Abhedananda the Vedic goddess 
Ratri in the course of time became transformed into Kali. The 
conception of Ka/a - Time - as goddess can be found in the 
Mahabharata. The name Bhadra-Kali is first found mentioned in the 
Vedic hymn the Grihya-sutra. The nakedness of the goddess Vac in the 
Aitareya Brahmana may be connected with the nakedness ascribed to 
Kali in later days. The Mundcika Upcmishad names Kali and Karali, 
but they are described as two of the seven tongues of Agni (the 
creator-god), corresponding to the Seven Divine Mothers the Sapta 
Matrika. 

Though the Goddess is one, and there can be nothing apart from 
her, according to the capability and desire of the worshipper she is 
conceived of in innumerable forms. The Todafa Tantra gives her well- 
known forms as eight, while the Mahcikalasamhita gives the nine 
names of the goddess Kali as Dakshina, Smashana, Bhadra, Guhya, 
Kala, Kamakala, Dhana, Siddhi and Candika. The black, south¬ 
facing Dakshinakall is usually depicted standing upon the recumbent 
form of Siva, while the similar Smashanakall is often shown engaged 
in viparita-rati (sexual union in which the female partner is on top) 
with Siva, a realization of non-duality in which there is no separation, 
no linear flow, just fullness, completeness. 

The Supreme Goddess is the source of all "energies’, and the 
feminine divinities are principally her emanations, or her partial 
archetypal images. The immense array of the goddess-transforma¬ 
tions of Kali are classified in descending order. Certain goddesses are 
complete manifestations of the supreme feminine principle; some are 
her partial emanations; some are fractions of her power; mortal 
women are included as "parts of parts of fractions’ of the Supreme 
Goddess. 

The "knowledge’ aspect of Kali is represented by a sakti-cluster of 
ten goddesses known as the Dasa-Mahavidyas, the Ten Great or 
Transcendental Wisdoms. The first Mahavidya is Kali herself, as the 
power of Time, and the other forms are Tara, the potential of re¬ 
creation; Sodas!, ‘sixteen’, the power of perfection, fullness; 
Bhuvanesvarl, supporter of all existence, space-consciousncss; 
Chinnamasta, the end of existence, the distributor of life-energy; 
Bhairavl, the active power of destruction; Dhumavati, the power of 
darkness, inertia; Bagala, destroyer of negative forces; Matangl, the 


Dakshinakall, the ‘ south-facing’ 
Kali, energizing the inert form 
of Siva beneath her feet. 

Bengal, e. 18th century, brass 
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Dasa-M aha vidvas, the Ten 
Great Wisdoms, feminine 
energies which together 
encompass the entire 
knowledge of the universe. 
Below them are their 
consort-gods. Mithila, 
watercolour on paper 

BadrakciU, the form of Kali 
representing everything 
benevolent and joyful 
Bcisohli school, 17th century, 
gouache and gold on paper 

Opposite: Mahavidya 
DhumavcttT, the ‘smoker 
one', the Kali who reduces 
the universe to ashes. She 
represents the inert phase of 
the cosmic cycle, the 
darkness before the wheels- 
turn brings the Mahcivdiya 
Kanuilci, the bright phase of 
recons tituted unit)'. 
Rajasthan, c. 18th century, 
gouache on paper 
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Manifestations of sakti in their 
different roles, exercising 
power, holding sway over gods 
and humankind. Ritual nudity 
has a speeial mystical 
significance and value. 
Opposite, a Ddkinf, a feminine 
divinity sometimes attached to 
Kali, Nepal, e. / 7th century, 
bronze. Above left, a vogini, 
one of Kali's countless partial 
manifestations, among whom 


are living women. The vogini s 
gesture, the Ahnryavarada- 
mudra, suggests: 7 am the 
Universal Feminine.' Orissa, 
c. 18th century, wood 

Even the Great Gods crave to 
enter feminine form. Vishnu 
(above) takes the form of the 
naked Mohini , and so entrances 
Siva. South India, c. 18th 
century, gilt wood 










power of domination, dispcller of evil: and Kamala, the state of 
reconstituted unity. These nine goddesses are no longer worshipped 
separately from Kali, or if they are, their cults are esoteric. 

Each of the goddesses has a specific cosmic function. Together, as 
the power of wisdom, they awaken the worshipper to the illusion of 
existence. Represented in their yantra, they are the embodiments of 
human perfections. 

T antrism shows a preference for a dynamic concept of cosmic unity 
which implies a harmonization of all differentiations and paradoxes. 
The Sakti-cluster of the Mahavidyas as a whole reflects this dynamic 
unity of existence, in which all aspects of life, the darkest, the purest, 
the most forceful and the inert, are combined to form a whole, a vision 
of unity in diversity. 

Like all the Mahavidyas, Kali is a Great Yoginl. Though countless 
forms of yoginls emerged from the body of Kali, sixty-four of them 
are named in the Kalika Pur ana with their prescribed worship, and in 
the Bhutadamara (a tantric text) eight different methods of yoginl- 
worship are described. 

For ritual worship the yoginl is generally represented by a naked 
woman. Mircea Eliade comments on the significance of this nudity: 
‘Every naked woman incarnates prakriti. Hence she is to be looked 
upon with the same adoration and the same detachment that one 
exercises in pondering the unfathomable secret of nature, its limitless 
capacity to create. The ritual nudity of the yoginl has an intrinsic 
mystical value: if, in the presence of the naked woman, one does not in 
one's inmost being feel the same terrifying emotion that one feels 
before the revelation of the cosmic mystery, there is no rite, there is 
only a secular act, with all the familiar consequences (strengthening of 
the karmic chain, etc.).’ 27 

Kali’s three manifestations for the creation, preservation and 
destruction of the universe are represented graphically in the 
Kamakalci-chidvaUi : ‘The goddess of renowned form assumes, in time 
of protection, the form of a straight line; in time of destruction she 
takes the form of a circle, and for creation she takes on the brilliant 
appearance of a triangle.' In her yantra form. Kali is symbolised by 
the central dot, bindu, the source of objectivization or womb of the 
world. Her unfolding is represented by the five triangles, which are the 
five jndnendriyas (organs of knowledge) and the five karmendriyas 
(motor organs); the encompassing circle, which is avidya (false 
knowledge, i.e. knowledge of the illusory world of separate objects): 
and the eight-petalled lotus, which is the eight-fold Prakriti (Nature): 
earth, water, fire, air, ether, Manas (Mind), Buddhi (Intellect) and 
Ahamkara (ego-consciousness). Her cosmogonic diagram is imbued 
with the pulsation of pranas , the life-force. 
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Mahakali, the Great Goddess, 
with ten heads indicating her 
all-pervading nature. Kangra 
school, c. 18th century, 
gouache on paper 


Her creative role as Prakriti associates Kali with the active power 
of time. She represents the cyclical time-consciousness that transcends 
individual destiny. Krill destroys Mahakala at the time of Great 
Dissolution: that is. Kali as the Power-of-Time absorbs Kala (Time), 
the All-Destroyer. She is constantly reminding us that we cannot 
attain liberation so long as we remain within the relative space and 
time of our planet, in our universe with its billions of stars, galaxies, 
and nebulae, in our existence for one second of world-time compared 
with the absolute and eternal. 

Kali, as Durga in her ‘forceful’ role, is the antagonist of all evil in 
the eternal cosmic struggle, yet she is herself the personification of all 
benign and terrible forces. Signifying a vision of the Whole, Kali 
becomes the Supreme. He whom you call Brahman [Highest Reality], 
I call Sakti,’ said the nineteenth-century mystic-saint Ramakrishna. 

Of my own free will have I divided my form for the purpose 
of creation into the dual aspects of male and female. 

As Brahma I create this universe of moving and 
non-moving things, 

and as Maharudra, of my own will, I destroy it at the time 
of dissolution. 


Mahabhagavcita 

Kali is worshipped as Adya-Sakti, the Beginning of All. ‘I am Kali, 
the Primal Creative Force, as the Saktisahgama Tantra states. After 
the Great Dissolution, Kfill alone remains, as Avyakta Prakriti 
(Unmanifcst Nature) in a state of potential power, the Supreme Sakti, 
the Eternal Feminine. 
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Divine Mother 


Who dares misery love. 
And hug the form of death, 
Dance in destruction s dance 
To him the Mother comes. 

Vivekananda 


Sakta doctrine places the Dasa Mahavidyas, the sakti-cluster of the 
Ten Great Wisdoms, at the very core of the faith. The form of Kali 
worshipped in Eastern India, and particularly in Bengal, is that of the 
Mahavidya Kali. It is she, usually represented as the black, south¬ 
facing Dakshinakall, who is welcomed into the home as Divine 
Mother. 

The worship of the image of Dakshinakall is especially associated 
with the name of Krishnananda, author of Tantrasara. Krishnananda 
(c. 1585) lived in Navadvipa, West Bengal, a leading centre of Sanskrit 
learning and the birthplace of a number of extraordinary personal¬ 
ities, supreme among them Caitanya who was regarded as an 
incarnation of Krishna. Kali, however, was worshipped in Bengal 
long before the time of Krishnananda. Her worship was certainly 
well established in its present form by the fifteenth century, and by 
the twentieth century, community Kall-puja and Durga-puja were 
gaining ground. 

In her archetypal form. Mother Kali often has no iconographic 
image but is represented by a stone block or even a mound. The 
Chinese pilgrim Hiuen Tsang who visited the Gandhara region of the 
North West Frontier in the seventh century described the image of 
Bhlmadevl as a dark-blue stone. Kali under the name of Guhyakall is 
popular in Nepal: she resides there beside Siva, and here, too, a block 
of stone is worshipped. In many of the temples of Bengal, although the 
goddess is called Tara, as, for example, in the Tara-pitha in West 
Bengal, the image is of Kali’s archetypal form. 

The goddess is known in Kashmir as Tripura or Tripurasundarl, in 
Kerala as Kali. Variations of Kali’s name occur throughout the 
ancient world. In Europe, it is said, the Greeks had a name Kalli. 
Their city of Kallipolis, it is suggested, is the modern Gallipoli. The 


Dakshinakall, the Divine 
Mother. Kalighat, South 
Calcutta, traditional image, 
day 
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Archetypal goddess-image: a 
black stone. Silver-foil patch 
and colouring of dark-blue and 
crimson pastes. Rajasthan 



X, XI Forest Kali with yoni- 
kunda in front, Bihar 

XII Kali as the Great Wisdom 
Chinnamasta, nourishing new 
life with the blood-nectar 
issuing from her severed neck. 
Kangra school, c. 18th century, 
gouache on paper 


Black Goddess was known in Finland as Raima (Kali Ma), and 
gipsies ‘who came originally from India' to the West still know the 
goddess Sara-Kali. ‘Lunar priests of Sinai, formerly priestesses of the 
Moon-goddess, called themselves kalu. Similar priestesses of pre¬ 
historic Ireland were kelles , origin of the name Kelly, which meant a 
hierophanic clan devoted to “the Goddess Kele'V 28 It is interesting to 
note that the name of the Mother-goddess as Danu occurs in the 
literature of both India and Ireland. 

The worship of Kali is characterized by a fervent self-surrender to 
the Mother. As the anthropologist Abrahim H. Khan writes of the 
Kali-Mai puja at the Kali Temple in Guyana. South America, it is by 
expressions of love and faith the worshipper gains deeper religious 
consciousness and familiarity with his or her own true self. 29 For 
Aurobindo, the goddess ‘mediates between the human personality 
and the divine Nature' and is ‘the pow ; er responsible for the support of 
the biological, physiological, and moral processes as well. Therefore, 
she manifests herself not only through the laws of nature, but through 
the life processes, attitudes, dispositions', and the individual's ‘state of 
bondage or liberation'. 30 Khan comments: ‘To belong truly to her, 
the worshipper must surrender not just the intellect, but the entire self, 
that is, the mind and body. Every aspect of one's being must be 
dedicated to her service for one to become her true devotee. Only the 
true devotee can be conscious of the Divine Presence and can sing her 
song and dance her dance of life.' 
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Devotion to the goddess as a means of attaining experience of the 
Supreme Reality is especially exemplified in the life of Ramakrishna, 
the great saint of nineteenth-century India who served Mother Kali at 
the Dakshinesvar Kali Temple in North Calcutta. Ramakrishna has 
described how the whole current of his mind began to flow towards 
the Mother; how he longed to come face to face with her, and in an 
agony of restlessness, vowed he would kill himself unless she appeared 
to him. At the peak of his longing he felt, he said: 

as if someone had taken hold of my heart and mind, and was 
wringing them like a wet towel. My eyes fell on the sword on the 
wall of the Mother’s temple. I made up my mind to end my life that 
very moment. Like one mad I ran and caught hold of it, when 
suddenly I had the wonderful vision of the Mother and fell down 
unconscious. I did not know what happened then in the external 
world - how that day and the next slipped away. But in my heart of 
hearts there was flowing a current of intense bliss, never experi¬ 
enced before, and I had the immediate knowledge of the light that 
was the Mother. It was as if houses, doors, temples, and everything 
else vanished from my sight, leaving no trace whatsoever. How¬ 
ever far and in whatever direction I looked I saw a continuous 
succession of effulgent waves rushing at me from all sides, with 
great speed. I was caught on the rush, and panting for breath I 
collapsed unconscious. 


From that time onwards, Ramakrishna perceived everything 
around him as full of Consciousness, as the embodiment of Spirit. The 
image of the Mother was Consciousness, the worship utensils were 
Consciousness, the altar was Consciousness, the door-sill, the marble 
floor, he himself - all Consciousness. 


I found everything inside the room soaked, as it were, in Bliss - the 
Bliss of Sat-Cit-Ananda [Being-Consciousness-Bliss]. I saw an evil 
man in front of the Kali Temple; but in him also I saw the power of 
the Divine Mother vibrating. That was why I fed a cat with the food 
that was to be offered to the Divine Mother, saying, ‘Wilt Thou 
take it. Mother?’ I clearly perceived that the Divine Mother Herself 
had become everything even the cat. 

When Ramakrishna intended to offer the Mother a flower, he found 
his hand coming towards his own head and placing the flower there. 
The very distinction between himself and the Mother had vanished. 
Once he prostrated himself before a prostitute-actress playing on the 


XIII Devi with sword and 
severed head signifying the end 
of one cosmic cycle, and waters 
flowing from the hair of Siva 
representing the start of the 
new. Rajasthan, c. 18th 
century, gouache on paper 

XIV The White Kali (Sveta - 
Kali), standing on dark Siva. 
Kangra school, c. 17th century, 
gouache on paper 
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stage of a Calcutta theatre, saying, ‘Mother, have you come this time 
in this form?' For the Mother seems to be saying: ‘A prostitute is also 
Myself; there is nothing except Myself.’ 

As his communion with the Mother began to deepen, where 
previously in a vision he would see a hand or a foot or the face of the 
Mother, now he saw her full figure, smiling, talking. Where he used to 
see a beam of light from her eyes, touching upon the food-offering, 
now he saw her actually eat the food. Where he had been seeing the 
living Presence in the image, now he saw no image, he saw the Divine 
Mother herself, all consciousness. 

1 put the palm of my hand near Her nostrils and felt that Mother 
was actually breathing. I observed very closely but could never see 
the shadow of the Mother’s divine person on the temple wall in the 
light of the lamp at night. I heard from my room that Mother, 
merry like a little girl, was going upstairs. Her anklets making 
jingling sounds. I came up to test it and found that She, with hair 
dishevelled, was actually standing on the verandah of the upper 
floor of the temple, looking now at Calcutta, now at the Ganges. 

At this period Calcutta was rapidly becoming Anglicized, but the 
popularity of the Kali Temple at Kalighat was undiminished. Thecity 
of Calcutta was built on the ‘land of Kali’ (Kall-kshetra). Legend has 
it that the toe of the right foot of Sat! fell to earth besides the Ganges, 
and there the Kalighat Temple was built. Its nearby village Kalikata 
gave the Anglicized name Calcutta. It is suggested Calcutta's main 
north-south thoroughfare ‘Chowringhee’ was named during the 
British time after the ninth-century saint Chouringi-natha who is 
credited with establishing the Kali image in Kalighat, and who 
followed this road to worship at the Kali Temple. 

Ramakrishna’s devotion to the Divine Mother attracted many 
disciples from the city to the Dakshinesvar Temple, one of whom, 
Narendra (1863-1902), was a graduate of a Christian missionary 
college, acquainted with Western philosophy and of a sceptical cast of 
mind. Narendra has described how, soon after meeting Ramakrishna 
in 1892, he lost his father and the family fell into economic distress. 

A firm faith arose in my mind that all the sufferings would certainly 
come to an end as soon as I prayed to the Mother, inasmuch as 
Ramakrishna (Master) said so. 1 waited for the night in great 
expectancy. The night arrived at last. Three hours of the night had 
elapsed when the Master asked me to go to the holy temple. As I 
was going, a sort of profound inebriation possessed me. I was 
reeling. A firm conviction gripped me that I should actually see the 






Mother and hear Her words. I forgot all other things, and became 
completely merged in that thought alone. Coming into the temple. 
I saw that Mother was actually pure infinite love and beauty. My 
heart swelled with loving devotion; and, beside myself with bliss, 1 
made repeated salutations to Her, praying, ‘Mother grant me 
discrimination, grant me detachment, grant me divine knowledge 
and devotion; ordain that I may always have unobstructed vision 
of Thee.’ My heart was flooded with peace. The whole universe 
completely disappeared and Mother alone remained filling my 
heart. 

No sooner had I returned to the Master than he asked, ‘Did you 
pray to Mother for the removal of your worldly wants?' Startled at 
his question, I said, ‘No, sir; 1 forgot to do so. So, what should I do 
now?’ He said, ‘Go quickly again and pray to Her.' I started for the 
temple once more, and coming to Mother's presence, became 
inebriated again. I forgot everything, bowed down to Her 
repeatedly and prayed for the realization of divine knowledge and 
devotion before I came back. The Master smiled and said, ‘Well, 
did you tell Her this time?' I was startled again and said, ‘No, sir; 
hardly had I seen the Mother when I forgot everything on account 
of the influence of an indescribable divine Power and prayed for 
knowledge and devotion only. What's to be done now?’ The 
Master said, ‘Silly boy, could you not control yourself a little and 
make that prayer? Go once more, if you can, tell Her those words. 
Quick!' 1 started a third time; but as soon as I entered the temple a 
formidable sense of shame occupied my heart. I thought what a 
trifling thing I have come to ask of Mother. It is, as the Master says, 
just like the folly of asking a king, having received his grace, for 
gourds and pumpkins. Ah! how low is my intellect! Overpowered 
with shame and aversion I bowed down to Her over and over again 
saying, ‘I don't want anything else. Mother; do grant me 
knowledge and devotion only.' 

After Ramakrishna’s death Narenda, now known as Swami Vive- 
kananda, became renowned as a speaker of great spiritual power. In 
1893 he was sent by the Raja of Ramnad to the Parliament of 
Religions in Chicago, and afterwards travelled to England and 
Europe where he lectured on Vedanta, gaining some notable disciples, 
among them an Englishwoman Margaret Noble (Sister Nivedita), 
author of Kali the Mother. 

Vivekananda predicted ‘the resurgence of the Mother into the 
consciousness of the world’s population, after patriarchal religions 
had forced her into concealment in the unconscious'. ‘One vision 1 see 
clear as life before me, that the ancient Mother has awakened once 















more, sitting on her throne rejuvenated, more glorious than ever. 
Proclaim her to all the world with the voice of peace and benediction.’ 

In India, Kali-worship received a fresh impetus during the days of 
the national (swadeshi) movement during Vivekananda’s time, when 
the goddess was regarded as Bengal personified. 

Kali is worshipped today at pilgrimage sites from Peshwar to 
Assam and from Kashmir to Kanya-kumari (Cape Comorin). 
Modern ‘kalibari’ (‘Homes of Kali’) have been established for 
community worship, with social and cultural activities centred 
around KalT-puja and Durga-puja. 

Worship of the feminine principle as human, a virgin girl, is one of 
the ceremonies performed during the great annual festival of Durga 
and Kali, for ‘All females in all the worlds are but my parts’. Even as 
human , the feminine is also Kali. Traditionally the human was 
worshipped as a naked girl that is, stripped of the covering of Maya. 
Today during the festival, young girls receive the ritual worship of 
their families dressed in their new clothes. 


Kali dances the cosmic dance, 
revealing to the girl who 
crouches at her feet (detail, 
left) the feminine grandeur of 
the universe. Gujarat, c. 16th 
century, stone 
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The festival worship continues for fifteen days, from the first day of 
the waxing moon to the full moon. The waxing and waning phases of 
the moon stand for the cosmic cycle of evolution and involution, 
extension and reabsorption. The eternal Sixteenth Part, soda'scinitya , 
the fullness of Sakti, is personified by a girl of sixteen (sodas!), 
representing the source of all life. According to Tantra, ‘by worship¬ 
ping the girl, human beings submit their wills to the universe’. 

Sodas! is the name of the third of the Dasa Mahavidyas or Ten 
Great Wisdoms. She is associated with Lalita (also known as Tripura, 
Tripurasundarl, Mahatripurasundarl or Rajarajesvari), the presiding 
deity of one of the most important Sakti cults, called Sri-vidya. The 
cult of Sri-vidya was once practised widely from Kashmir to Kerala, 
and more texts have been written about it than about any other. The 
yantra ofTripurasundari is the famous ‘Srl-yantra’ or Srl-chakra’, the 
power-diagram which symbolizes the universe and its divine cause. 

Next to Dakshinakali in popularity, Smashanakali is the image 
worshipped particularly by those advanced tantrikas who practise 
ritual worship of the goddess in the cremation ground. Kali, the Lady 
of the Dead, refuses no-one. She is ever awake at the Burning Ghat. In 
her purposes she is impartial, guiding according to each individual’s 
needs and nature, and to the circumstances, helping in adequate 
measure. Death is looked upon as her transforming touch that 
removes pain, sorrow, anxiety, and gives freedom and peace. The 
flickering flames of the pyre are full of compassion. 

Ramakrishna once described a vision of the divine Maya by which 
the universe is created and sustained, and into which it is finally 
absorbed. He saw an exquisitely beautiful woman, heavy with child, 
emerge from the Ganges, give birth, and begin tenderly to nurse her 
infant. A moment later, she had assumed a terrible aspect, and seizing 
the child in her jaws, crushed it. Devouring her offspring she re¬ 
entered the water. Mahamaya is the all-creating, the all-nourishing, 
the all-devouring. 


Smashanakali at the Burning 
Ghat. From each of the 
goddess’s ears hangs a tiny 
figure of a sadhcika - the child¬ 
like devotee so dear to the 
Mother. Her nature is 
liberation. Mandi school, 
c. 18th century, gouache on 
paper 
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Supreme Reality 


She is Light itself and transcendent. 

Emanating from Her body are rays in 
thousands - two thousand, a hundred thousand, 
tens of millions, a hundred million - 
there is no counting their numbers. 

It is by and through Her that all things moving 
and motionless shine. It is by the light of 
this Devi that all things become manifest. 

Bhairava Yamala 

In the Devi Upanisftad the Supreme Goddess explains her true nature, 
that transcends all empiric existence: 

Great Goddess, who art Thou? 

She replies: I am essentially Brahman [the Absolute]. 

From me has proceeded the world comprising Prakriti [material 
substance] 

and Purusha [cosmic consciousness], 
the void and the Plenum. 

I am [all forms of] bliss and non-bliss. 

Knowledge and ignorance are Myself. 

I am the five elements and also what is different from them, 
the panchabhutas [five gross elements] and tanmatras [five subtle 
elements]. 

I am the entire world. 

I am the Veda as well as what is different from it. 

I am unknown. 

Below and above and around am I. 

It is the Krama system of Kashmir, a system distinct and independent, 
which defines the Ultimate Reality as Kali. The Krama philosophy 
in Kashmir Saivism has been elaborately expounded by Abhinava- 
gupta (ad 950 -1020), a philosopher-saint of the highest spiritual 
attainment. 

In the Krama philosophy Kali is called, first, Matrisadbhava, the 
free, self-luminous conscious energy, manifesting itself successively 
in the forms of twelve Kalis; second, Vamesvarl, signifying the power 
of Consciousness ( Cit-sakti ), shining in everything; and third. 


Kali yantra representing the 
unfolding of the world of the 
senses, powers and appearances 
from Kali symbolized by the 
central bindu. Rajasthan . 18th 
century, gouache on paper 
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KalasankarsinT, because she is not limited by time {kala) which is 
essentially of the nature of succession, despite her successive mani¬ 
festations, through all of which she remains unaffected. She is 
essentially of the nature of light, of consciousness and freedom. 

Abhinavagupta wrote a Krama : stotra in praise of the twelve Kalis, 
and describes them as follows: 

The first, SristhikalT, creation of objects, is the Supreme Con¬ 
sciousness (Parasarhvit) when the will to create arises in her, and the 
would-be creation shines in outline objectively within her. 

The second, RaktakalT, experience of objects, is when, after the 
manifestation of the objective world, the Supreme Consciousness 
manifests herself as the means of knowledge (the five senses) and is 
affected by the externalized objective world. This is the concept of the 
power of ‘preservation’ i n relation to the object. 

The third, SthitinasakalT, termination of the experience of objects, 
is the Supreme Consciousness intent upon terminating her extrovert 
form, and, therefore, the objective world, because of her inclination to 
rest within herself in the form of the consciousness: ‘I have known the 
object.’ This is the concept of‘annihilation’ in relation to the object. 

The fourth, YamakalT, doubt about the experience of the object, is 
the concept of indefinable power relating to conceptual objects and 
experience. It leads to the rise of doubt about the objects of 
experience, that is present as a mere idea and to its removal or 
destruction. 

The subtle distinction between the latter two (SthitinasakalT and 
YamakalT) is, i have known the object', and, ‘the objects of 
experience are non-diffierent from me’. 

The fifth, SamharakalT, dissociation of objects from external 
norms, centres round the power of destruction. After the destruction 
of doubt, or its objects, the Supreme Consciousness brings about the 
disappearance of the externality of the objects, and groups them 
within, as one with herself. 

The sixth, MrtyukalT, total merging of object in subject, is of the 
nature of death (Mrrvu), causing the disappearance of the externality 
of objects. But it is related to objectivity, in so far as it realizes 
objectivity as non-different from itself. But this objectivity can 
have being only if it rests on the Subject (Pramatr) that is free from 
all limitations. MrtyukalT is so called because it engulfs even 
Sarhharakall. 

The seventh, RudrakalT or BhadrakalT, object momentarily rein¬ 
stated to be finally dissolved, is when, immediately after dissolving the 
multitude of objects, the Universal Consciousness gives rise to a 
definite object in the mind of an individual subject. To this object, 
which is a revived mental picture of a particular action done in the 
past, doubt is related. The doubt about it is, whether it was right or 
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wrong. And the certainty about its being right or wrong is responsible 
for its fruition in the pleasant or unpleasant experiences here and 
hereafter. 

The eighth, Martandakali. merging of the twelve faculties, is 
Universal Consciousness, in that she brings about the merging of all 
the twelve means of knowledge, the Indriyas -which are the five senses 
of perception, the five organs of action, Manas (Mind) and Buddhi 
(Intellect) in the Aluunkara or ego-consciousness. Martandakali 
represents the Andkhya (indefinable) power in relation to the means of 
knowledge, in so far as it brings about the identification of the twelve 
means of knowledge with the ego-consciousness, to the extent that 
they completely lose their being, and become unnameable. 

The preceding four Kalis are the aspects of the Universal 
Consciousness which destroy the means of knowledge and action. 
The following four, beginning with Paramarkakall, are such as 
destroy the limited subject. 

The ninth. Paramarkakall, is merging of ego-consciousness into 
the limited subject of "spirit’. It represents the particular power in 
relation to the limited subject in so far as it brings about the emer¬ 
gence of the limited subject through merging in it of Aluunkara , 
ego-consciousness. 


Kalanala yantra, symbolizing 
the Fire of Doom, merging 
Spirit with Pure Wisdom. 
Rajasthan, 18th century, 
gouache on paper 


87 










Kali r antra, Nepal. (Painting 
after the original by Bradley A. 
Te Paske, Santa Fe) 


The tenth, Kalanalarudrakall, merging Spirit with Pure Wisdom, 
is the particular power of the Universal Consciousness when she 
brings about the merging of a limited self with the Universal Self, in 
whom all objectivity has its being. This power of the limited subject 
resting in the Universal is experienced as ‘I am all this’. Because of her 
capacity for holding everything, even time, within herself, she is called 
Mahakall, the Supreme Kali. 

The experience which characterizes Mahakala (Time transcending 
time) is, T am all this'. But there is a yet higher experience, in which the 
‘this’ element is absent. The distinction between these two experiences 
is that in the former the T rests on the "this', but in the latter, the ‘this* 
being absent, the T rests within itself. 

The eleventh, Mahakalakall, merging Pure Wisdom in Energy, is 
the Universal Consciousness as she brings about the merging of the 'I* 
which shines in opposition to ‘this’, as ‘I am all this’, into the ‘Pure 
I’, the ‘Perfect I\ the ‘Akula’, which is free from all relations to 
‘objectivity’, to ‘this’. Subject is annihilated here. 

The twelfth, Mahabhairavacandograghorakali, merging Energy 
in the Absolute, embraces ‘Perfect F, ‘Akula*, subject, object, the 
means of knowledge as well as knowledge in perfect unity with Pure 
Consciousness. 

The stage is called Para. It does not manifest itself in subject, 
object, means of knowledge or knowledge, and therefore is free from 
all relations. It is ‘total*. 

The concept of the Whole is explained by Ramakrishna in simple 
language: ‘Thus Brahman and Sakti are identical. If you accept the 
one, you must accept the other. It is like fire and its power to burn. If 
you see the fire, you must recognize its power to burn also. You 
cannot think of fire without its power to burn, nor can you think of the 
power to burn without fire. You cannot conceive of the sun's rays 
without the sun. nor can you conceive of the sun without its rays .. . 

‘Thus one cannot think of Brahman without Sakti. or of Sakti 
without Brahman. One cannot think of the Absolute without the 
Relative, or of the Relative without the Absolute. 

‘The Primordial Power is ever at play. She is creating, preserving, 
and destroying in play, as it were. This Power is called Kali. Kali is 
verily Brahman, and Brahman is verily Kali. It is one and same 
Reality. When we think of It as inactive, that is to say, not engaged in 
the acts of creation, preservation and destruction, then we call It 
Brahman. But when It engages in these activities, then we call It Kali 
or Sakti. The Reality is one and the same; the difference is in name and 
form.’ 
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Kalighat Paintings 


Kalighat paintings are the work of Bengali folk-artists (called patuas) 
who lived in a settlement around the Kali Temple of Kalighat, South 
Calcutta, from the early nineteenth century. Alongside the usual 
themes of the temple deity and mythological subjects, these patuas 
painted family reunions, popular amusements, and other such scenes 
of everyday life. Themes such as drunkenness, domestic quarrels, 
religious hypocrisy, feminine power, are developed in short series of 
pictures designed to be sold to the pilgrims and general public who 
flocked to the temple. 

All the great temples of India have their settlements of artists and 
craftsmen, but it is only at Kalighat that the artists’ work includes 
elements of social satire, even themes of social revolt. The directness 
and truthfulness of the subject-matter is matched by the bold style. 

Yet Kalighat pictures, like all temple paintings, are virtually 
collective creations, the products of several members of a family with 
generations of artist behind them. The sense of the whole is always 
present in the mind of the painter. The family system gave security, 
without which the artists could not have developed their work in close 
touch with tradition. If the opportunity for a radical assertion of 
individuality in the modern sense was very limited, the common style 
is linear, simplified and rhythmical, and the colourings are bold. Even 
when the brushstrokes tend to be stylized, as a result of repetition over 
the years, Kalighat paintings retain the vitality of traditional colour- 
combinations. The predominant colours are lampblack, ochre, 
orpiment, indigo, green. Silver colour is used for outlines such as those 
of the body beneath clinging garments, or ornaments, cushions, etc. 
The patuas painted with colloid of tin, which was cheap, and unlike 
silver, did not lose its lustre after burnishing. Modelling of form was 
done with darker tones applied to a wet paper-surface. 

Composition is simple. Most of the paintings depict just one or two 
figures; every figure is portrayed in a way that the patuas regarded as 
basic, simplifying the outlines of the body or even arranging them as 


Kail. Patna painting. Kalighat 
school. South Calcutta, 19th 
century, watercolour on paper 
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A wife leads her sheepish 
husband by a string. Above 
right, BhairavJ tramples a male 
figure underfoot. Kalighat 
school, 19th century, 
watercolour on paper 


XV Western vision of Kali, 
Kali Yuga Exhibition, San 
Francisco, 1986. Painting by 
Mai trey a Bowen. Oil and gold 
leaf on cardboard 

XVI Temple-image of Kali 
worshipped at Kalighat, South 
Calcutta, stone 


patterns. The best specimens of Kalighat art are colourful paintings or 
black-and-white drawings with a joyous, impetuous line. 

One of the series of pictures ridicules men’s foolish nature and 
bad habits, a popular theme in Bengali folk-literature, while another 
notable group expresses woman’s assertiveness. A man is depicted as 
a lamb whom a woman leads on a string, or the woman's dominant 
position is indicated by her trampling of the male, recalling Kali’s 
trampling on Siva. The sense of woman's freedom and power is 
strong. W.G. Archer commented on the man-lamb: ‘We are reminded 
of a mother-in-law’s joking admonitions to the bridegroom at 
weddings in Bengal: “I have purchased you with cowries. I have tied 
you with a rope. I have put a spindle in your hand. Now bleat like a 
sheep.” But it is not the sheep-husband but the sheep-lover who 
sustains this vapid role.' Archer observes that ‘such pictures may well 
have been influenced by dim associations with the goddess Kali 
and may even, in some oblique way, have glorified the “female 
principle”.’ 31 

Though the last representatives of the Kalighat school of painters 
are dead, and Kalighat paintings are to be seen only in the collections 
of museums such as the Asutosh Museum, Calcutta, the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, 32 London, the Pushkin Museum, Moscow, and the 
Napistek Museum, Prague, the association between women's free¬ 
dom and independence and Kali is one certain to be seen in the future. 
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Hymns to Kail 


That power who exists in all beings as Peace, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

Devl-Mahatmya 


The hymns to Kali express the praise of her endless forms, though She 
is One. She exists in all that is, animate and inanimate, for the universe 
with all its diverse manifestations is but her parts. All life and beings 
are to be worshipped as herself, in verse and song. 

The vast Sakta literature contains many poems to illustrate the 
goddess’s ‘world-play’ (Ilia), the realization of which dispels all fear. 
For the Mother is only terrible to those who are living in the illusion of 
separateness; who have not yet realized their unity with her, and 
known that all her forms are for enlightenment. 

In the Devl-Mahatmya , recited during the festival of Durga, one of 
the hymns recited proclaims the Goddess’s all-pervading power: 


That power who is defined as Consciousness in all beings, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who is known as Reason in all beings, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings in the form of Sleep, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings as Hunger, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings as Shadow, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 


XVII Mask of Tara, a popular 
name of Kali. West Bengal, 
brass 

XVIII Contemporary vision of 
Kali as ‘Preserver ’. Coloured 
pencils on paper, Priya 
Mookerjee, New York 
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That power who exists in all beings as Energy, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings in the form of Thirst, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings as Forgiveness, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings in the form of Species, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings as Bashfulness, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings as Peace, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings in the form of Faith, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings as Loveliness, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings as Fortune, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings as Vocation, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings in the form of Memory, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

That power who exists in all beings as Compassion, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 


reverence, reverence. 



That power who exists in all beings as Fulfilment, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
re v ere nee, re verence . 

That power who exists in all beings as Mother, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
re verence, re veretice . 

That power who exists in all beings in the form of Illusion, 
reverence to Her, reverence to Her, reverence to Her, 
reverence, reverence. 

Though Kali is eternal, immanent, she incarnates herself in special 
forms to establish divine principles. In the hymn Ad yak all. Primordial 
Kali, of the Mahdnirvdna Tantra , she is addressed as: 

Hrim, O destroyer of time! 

Srfm, O terrific one! 

Krim, Thou who art beneficent! 

Possessor of all the arts, 

Thou art Kamala, 

Destroyer of the pride of the Kali Age . . . 

Mother of Time 

Thou art brilliant as the fires 

of the final dissolution. 

Merciful, 

Vessel of mercy, 

Whose mercy is without limit, 

Who art attainable alone by Thy mercy. 

Who art fire, 

Tawny, 

Black of hue, 

Thou who increaseth the joy of the Lord of creation, 

Nigh t of darkness, 

Yet liberator from the bonds of desire. 

Thou who art dark as a hank of cloud, 

And bearest the crescent moon, 

Destroyer of sin in the Kali Age, 

Thou who art pleased by the worship of virgins, 

Thou who art the refuge of the worshippers of virgins. 

Who art pleased by the feasting of virgins, 

And who art in the form of the virgin, 





Traditional worship of Durga 
performed in the home, Kerala 


Destroyer of fear, 

Who assumeth all forms at will, 

Whose abode is at Kdmarupa [Assam], 

Who ever dallies at the Kdmapitha, 

O Beautiful One, 

O creeper which givest every desire, 

Whose beauty is Thy ornament, 

Adorable as the image of all tenderness. 

Thou with a tender body, 

And who art slender of waist. 

Who art pleased with the nectar of consecrated wine. 

Joyous one, 

Revealer of the path of the Kaulikas [Kashmir Tantrikas], 
Queen of Kd'si [Banaras], 

A Ha ver of sufferings, 

To Thee I make obeisance. 

In the Karpuradi-stotra the hymn is to Mother Kali as Dak- 
shinakallka, the form of the Devi most widely worshipped at the 
present time: 


O Mother, Thou givest birth to and protectest 
the world, and at the time of dissolution dost 
withdraw to Thyself the earth and all things; 
therefore Thou art Brahma, and the Lord of the 
Three Worlds, the spouse of Sri, and Mahesa, and 
all other beings and things. How, then, 
shall I praise Thy greatness? 

Obeisance: To Kali the spouse of Kdla [Time] 
who destroys all sin 

and is Kdla. She who is Tend the saviour, 
the Supreme Brahmuvidyd, who is adored by the 
Lotus-born Deva [Brahma]. 

She who is Srividyd, desirous of the welfare 
of sadhakas on the path of liberation, to whom 
Hari [Vishnu] and Hara [Siva] make obeisance. 

May that Devi the Mother, who appears in the 
form of all things, bring forth benefits for 
all who sing Her praises. 
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It is in Bengal that the worship of Durga and Kali are perhaps most 
deeply rooted. The Sakta songs are at the heart of the Bengali people. 

The great mystic poet Ramprasad was an ardent devotee of 
Mother Kali. He was born not far from Calcutta in 1718, and his fame 
was established in his lifetime. More than two centuries have passed 
since the crowd stood with him in villages and at the Ganges-side, 
listening to his songs for the Mother Kali. Tradition has it that on the 
night of his death Ramprasad composed a song, and that as he sang 
the last words of it he said 'It is achieved’, and so died. 

Tara, do you remember me any more? 

Mother I have lived happy, is there happiness hereafter? 

Had there been any other place, I could not have 
besought you. But now. Mother, having given me hope, 
you have cut my bonds, you have lifted me to the tree's top. 

Ramprasad says: My mind is firm, and my gift 
to the priest well made. Mother, my Mother, my all is 
finished. I have offered my gift. 

Edward J. Thompson who translated Ramprasad's songs de¬ 
scribed how he had heard them sung by ‘coolies on the road, or 
workers in the paddy fields ... by broad rivers at sunset, when the 
parrots were flying to roost and the village folk thronging from 
marketing to the ferry. . . . The peasants and the pundits enjoy his 
songs equally. They draw solace from them in the hour of despair and 
even at the moment of death. The dying man brought to the banks of 
the Ganges asks his companions to sing Ramprasadi songs.' 33 

There are many legends about Ramprasad. For instance there is 
the story that on his way to the Ganges to bathe he met a woman who 
asked him to sing to her. He told her to await his return at his home. 
When he asked for her, she had gone, but she had left a note for him in 
the family temple. It told him that the goddess Kali had come from 
Kasi (Banaras) to hear him sing, and now commanded him to come 
there. He set out, but fell ill twice on the way and saw a vision of Kali 
telling him to forgo the journey. He composed the song: 

What have I to do with Kasi? The lotus-feet of 
Kali are place of pilgrimage enough for me. 

Deep in my heart’s lily meditating on them, I 
float in an ocean of bliss. In Kali’s name, 
where is there place for sin? When the head is not, 
headache cannot remain. As when fire consumes a 
pile of cotton, so all goes, in Kali’s name . 
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The worshipper of Kali laughs at the name 
of Gaya, and at ancestral offerings there, and the 
story of salvation by ancestor's merits. Certainly, 

Siva has said that if a man dies at Kasi he gains 
salvation. But devotion is the root of everything, 
and salvation but her handmaid who follows her. 

What is the worth of salvation if it means 
absorption, the mixing of water with water? I love 
to eat sugar, but I have no wish to become sugar. 

Prasad says joyously: By the power of grace 
and mercy, if we but think on the Wild-Locked 
Goddess, the Four Goods become ours. 

In another song the goddess plays life’s game: the kite released is 
the soul freed. 

In the market place of this world. 

The Mother sits flying Her kite. 

In a hundred thousand, 

She cuts the string of one or two. 

And when the kite soars up into the Infinite 
Oh how She laughs and claps her hands! 

Ramprasad regrets neglected opportunity: 

Mind, you do not know how to farm. 

Your fields remain untilled: had you but sown, 
a golden harvest had waved. Now make of Kali's 
name a fence, that the crops may not be 
destroyed. Not Death himself (O my Mind!) 
dares come near this fence, your long-haired 
fortress. Today or after a hundred centuries 
you know not when forfeiture will come. 

To your hand is the present time, Mind 
(O my Mind!). Hasten to make harvest! 

Scatter now the seed your teachers gave you, and 
sprinkle it with the water of love. 

And if alone (O my Miud!) you cannot 
do this, then take Ramprasad with you. 

Ramprasad has left the sleep of ignorance behind him, and is 
forever awake: 
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From the land where there is no night 
Has come One unto me. 

And night and day are now nothing to me. 

Ritual worship has become forever barren. 

My sleep is broken. Shall I ever sleep more? 

Call it what you will I am awake - 

Hush! I have given back sleep unto Him whose it was. 

Sleep have I put to sleep forever. 

The music has entered the instrument, 

And of that mode I have learned a song. 

Ah! that music is playing ever before me, 

For concentration is the great teacher thereof. 

Prasad speaks: Understand, O Soul, these words of wisdom. 

Later Sakta poetry follows the style of Ramprasad, with more than 
a dozen poets contributing to the songs of the Mother. Some of the 
authors of these songs are Muslims and Westerners who came to India 
before the arrival of the British. One, Saiyad Jafar, composed the 
plaint: 

Why do you in such a plight call yourself merciful? 

(This is the Mother, the merciful, and in such a plight!) 

What wealth can you give me? You yourself have not even clothes. 
Would a woman choose nakedness if she had anything with which 
to clothe herself? 

Your husband is a beggar from his birth, your father is most cruel. 
There is not in the family of either 
any to be a benefactor. 

For Saiyad Jafar what wealth is there in your keeping? 

Haras [Siva’s] breast possesses your twin Feet. 

A Portuguese, Antony Feringhee (a general title applied to West¬ 
erners in the early days in Bengal), became an ardent devotee of 
Mother Kali. He fell in love with a Bengali widow named Saudamini 
(or Nirupama), and lived with her in the Kali Temple in central 
Calcutta, now known as the Feringhee-Kall Temple, composing and 
singing Syama-sahgita - songs devoted to Kali. 

Oh my Mother, would you now be kind to me? 

But, when really have you shown favour to people? 

Ye, Syama, you have been so cruel 

To Siva, by making him flee from golden Kasi [BanarasJ 
And take shelter in the burning-ground 
Only to become a mendicant. 
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Besides hymns and songs, there is some modern prose writing 
centred around the goddess Kali of Calcutta’s Kalighat Temple. 
Once, this great pilgrim-centre stood on the Adi-Ganga (the main 
Ganges River) noted for tidal waves. At the time of the new and full 
moon mountain-high bores used to run upriver and even touch the 
landing-steps. Sailing ships from abroad would anchor here. Today 
the course of the main Ganges has moved far away from the Temple 
of the Mother. The Ganges itself is dead, little more than a canal. 
But river, tree, the famous cremation ground, all remain. A Bengali 
novelist, Avadhut, a renunciate living in the cremation ground, has 
written in his Kalitlrtha Kalighat (Kalighat, Pilgrim-centre of the Kali 
Age) a moving description of the Ganges there: 

She is dead. So he it. Once she was Gaiiga. 

At one time she was living, and she 
carried away so many thousands of bodies, 
so many dead. Now, she herself is dead. So he it. 

She is free. For so long she used to 
liberate others; it is her own turn now. 

It is good in a wav. 


Virgin Kali, Kalighat, South 
Calcutta. Watercolour on 
paper 
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Here at the ghat of the old cremation ground, one can sense the 
eternal cry: 

Dark, mute, hideous, grey, colourless, 
suppressed, inaudible, incomprehensible. 

It can be felt at the heart. 

It is not like weeping in sadness. 

It carries no tinge of sorrow, nor any pang . . . 

In the midst of that dark cry, surges forth the Mother’s song: 

I love that Dark Beauty, 

With the ruffed hair, enticing the world. 

So I love her. 

This black darling resides in the heart 
of Mahadev [Siva], the god of all gods. 

Again Krishna the Dark 

is the very life of the Brajaland ( Vrindavan), 

engrossed with cowgirls there. 

Hence I love black, I adore it. 

Bananidll Krishna became the Black goddess. Kali, 

So says Prasad / Ramprasad], making no distinction 
between the two. 

So I love the dark beauty 

Sycund, the heart's throb, the ruffled hair, 

I love and adore her. 


‘The Black Darling'. Kali as 
Kdla, Great Time, dancing the 
cosmic dance on the breast of 
Eternity. Marnli school, c. 18tli 
century, gouache on paper 


In the hymns and songs, the omnipotent Mother reveals her 
splendour and glory, her powers and her might, her magnetic and 
healing touch, revivifying human life. Her presence in one’s heart is 
rapture. Like the rays of the sun, her grace and compassion flow 
spontaneously. Held in her gaze, one’s soul is captive, and oneself in 
unending bliss. 
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Mother, I shall weave a chain of pearls for thy neck with my 
tears of sorrow. 

The stars have wrought their anklets of fight to deck thy feet, 
hut mine will hang upon thy breast. 

Wealth and fame come from thee and it is for thee to give or to 
withhold them. But this my sorrow is absolutely mine own, 
And when I bring it to thee as my offering thou rewardest me 
with thy grace. 

Rabindranath Tagore 


Kali the Mother 

The stars are blotted out. 
Clouds are covering clouds, 

It is darkness, vibrant, sonant. 

In the roaring whirling wind 
Are the souls of a million lunatics, 
Just loose from the prison house. 
Wrenching trees by the roots, 
Sweeping all from the path. 
The sea has joined the fray, 
And swirls up mountain-waves. 
To reach the pitchy sky. 

The flash of lurid light 
Reveals on every side 
A thousand, thousand shades 
Of Death begrimed and black - 
Scattering plagues and sorrows, 
Dancing mad with joy. 
Come, Mother. Come! 

For Terror is Thy name, 
Death is in Thy breath, 

And every shaking step 
Destroys a world for e'er. 
Thou ‘Time’, the A11-Destroyer! 
Come, O Mother. Come! 

Who dares misery love, 

And hug the form of Death, 
Dance in destruction's dance, 

To him the Mother comes. 

Vivekananda 
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Devi-Mahdtmya (text) 22, 49 50, 52 9 
61, 97 

Devi-sukta (hymn of the Rig Veda) 

21 

Devi Upanishad (text) 85 

Dhumavatl (goddess as Power of 
Darkness, Mahavidya) 63; 64 

Durga, goddess, Devi 8. 9; passim; 9, 
49 54, 58-9: prayers for protection 
to 57, 59; -puja (worship) 71. 81. 
97; 54, 100: as vegetation-goddess, 
Sdkambhari 22, 58; -stotra 59 

Eliade, Mircea 68 

Earth-goddess, Earth Mother 22, II, 
35; 12 

Finland 72 

Feminine: action 58; beauty in 
ritual worship 25; body- 






consciousness 35; freedom 9, 35, 
41; - quality in men 26, 41; spirit 
9, 49 

Gandharva tantra (text) 36 
Ganges River (Gariga) 78, 83, 102, 

105; 23 

Gayatrl (Vedic goddess, yantra) 21; 111 
Grama-devatas (village deities) 22 
Grihya-sutra (Vedic hymn) 63 
Greece 71 
Guyana 72 

Guhyakall (name of Kali) 63, 71 

Ha, Hara see Siva 
Hair (of Kali) 62, 106 
Hall, Nor 9 

Harappan culture 11, 22; // 

Harding. Esther 9, 58 
Hari see Vishnu 
Harivamsa (text) 59 

Ireland 72 

Jafar, Saiyad 104 
Jung, C.G. 25, 27, 61 

KAla (Time), Kali as 63, 69, 99, 100; 
106 

Kalibarl (Homes of Kali) 81 
Kalighat (Temple), Calcutta 78, 912, 
105; XVI 

KdlJkd Pur ana (text) 68 
Kamakala-chidvalli (text) 68 
Kamakhya, yoni-temple at 30; 30 
Kamala (goddess as reconstituted 
unity, Mahavidya) 68, 99 
Kamasiitra (text) 36 
Karpuradi-stotra (text) 100 
KasI (Banaras) 100, 102-4 
Kaumari (one of the Seven Divine 
Mothers) 63; 42 
Kausiki (shadow self) 50 
Kerala 30; VI, VII. 100 
Khan, Abrahim H. 72 
Koka Sastra (text) 34 
Krama philosophy 85 
Kramrisch, Stella 34, 47 
Krishna 106; 23, 26, V, 44 
Krishnananda (c. 1585) 71 
Kuhjikd Tantra (text) 41 
KusI (ritual vessel) 33 

LakshmT 34; 14. 22; - Tantra 23 
Linga-yoni 47; 47 

Lotus, as creation, manifestation 22, 
34-5, 100; 34, V; - and yoni 34-5 
Lunar cycle 35 

MahAmaya, Mahakall (the Great 
Goddess) 22-3, 41, 49, 61, 85, 88; 

2. 4 , 69 


Mahdhhdrata (text) 35, 59, 63 
Mahabhagavata (text) 69 
Mahdkalasamhitd (text) 63 
Mahdnirvdna Tantra (text) 62 
Mahisasura, the Great Demon 49, 50; 
50 ' 

Matangl (goddess, Mahavidya) 63 
Maya 81 2 

Menstruation 30, 41; 42 
MohinI (Vishnu in female form) 41; 
67 

Moon-goddess 72 

Mother-goddess 11 12, 16, 21-2, 62, 
72, 78 9, 97, 100, 106; 11 
Mudras (finger-gestures): 

Ahuryavarada 67; yoni- 33 
Mundaka Vpanishad (text) 63 


NArayanI (name of Durga) 56-7 
Nature (Prakriti) 62, 68; 23 
Navadvipa, Bengal 26 
Navapatrika (worship with nine 
plants) 22 

Niruttara Tantra (text) 36 
Nirvana Tantra (text) 41 
Noble, Margaret (Sister Nivedita) 79 
Nudity, ritual nakedness 62 3, 68; 67 


Panca-vesyA (five celestial 
prostitutes) 26 
Para 88 
Parvati 41, 50 
Phallic power 55; 28 
Prakriti (Nature) 68, 69, 85; 23 
Puranas 21, 30, 41; 21 
Purusha (masculine principle) 36, 85; 
23, 36 


RAdhA (consort of Krishna) 34, 41; 
23, 26, 36 

Ramakrishna 69. 77-8, 83, 88 
Raktabija (seed-blood) 55 
Ramprasad (Prasad) 102-4. 106 
Rati (feminine) and Kama (god of 
love) 41; 34 

Rdtri-sukta (hymn to Ratri in Rig 
Veda) 21 

Rebirth ceremony 16 
Rig Veda 16, 21 

SAkambharI (vegetation aspect of 
Durga) 22, 58 

Sakta doctrine 11, 21-2, 41, 97 
Saktisangatna Tantra (text) 69 
Salabhanjika (tree-goddess) 14, 16 
Sapta Matrika (Seven Divine 
Mothers) 63; 42 
Sarvollasa Tantra (text) 25 
Sinai 72 

Siva 22-3, 25, 30, 36, 41, 55, 59. 62-3, 
71; as Lord of the Universe 57; as 


Mahadev 106; 25, 28, 62 3. 67, 77 
Smashanakall (name of Kali) 63, 83; 
62, 83 

Sodas! (sixteen) 63, 83 
Sound (as power) 53-5, 61 
Sri (Lakshmi) 21, 35, 100; yantra 83 
SrJsukta (Vedic hymn) 35 
Stana-kunda (breast-well) see Yoni- 
kunda 

Svdmd-sangita (songs devoted to 
Kali) 7, 104 

Tagore, Rabindranath 36 
Taittereya Aranyaka (text) 59 
Tantra (texts) 21, 30, 62, 68; 
cosmology 23; doctrine 35, 83. 

42; ritual 25 

Tara (name of Kali) 63, 71, 100, 102; 
97 

Thompson, Edward J. 102 
Three Worlds (heaven, earth, 
netherworld) 49 50, 52, 100 
Time, Kali as, see Kala 
Todafa Tantra (text) 63 
Trika school 23 

Tripurasundari (goddess) 41, 71. 83 

Ulanov, Ann Belford 27 
Urdhvalinga (erect linga) 47 
Urdhvayoni (erect yoni) 33 

VAc (Sarasvatl) goddess 21, 59, 63; II 
Vaisnavi (feminine form of Vishnu) 

41 

Vedanta 79 

Vedic pantheon 16, 21; precursors 
63 

Vessel, goddess as 12; ritual yoni- 
shaped - 33; - as womb 16 
Viparita-rati (sexual union with 
female uppermost) 36, 41, 63; 34 
Virgin Kali (Kumarl), virginity 8-9, 
12, 58, 62, 81, 99; 13, 105 
Vishnu 30, 34. 41, 50; 25, 44; as 
MohinI (feminine) 67 
Vivekananda (Narendra) 27, 78 9, 81 
Vulva rite 30 


Wells see Yoni-kunda 
White Kali, the 62; » 


YakshI 14 

Yantra 68, 83; III. 83. 87, 88 
Yogic postures, see Asanas 
Yogini 25, 68; 30. 67-8 
Yoni, and lotus, 34-5; - mandala 26; 

26; worship 30; 30 
Yoni-kunda (yoni of the universe, 
yoni-well), stana-kunda (breast-well 
of the universe) 32; 33 
Yoni tantra (text) 30. 34; 42 
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